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ABSTRACT
Aguirre-Berman, Alexandra L, Finding Messiaen’s Blackbird: an investigative analysis
of birdsong and other techniques used in Le merle noir. Published Doctor of Arts
dissertation, University of Northern Colorado, 2020.
This document explores Olivier Messiaen’s use of serialism, Greek rhythms,
Hindu deçi-tâlas, ‘style oiseau’ and other ornithological information as they relate to his
composition for flute and piano, Le merle noir.
As a result of this exploration, an investigative analysis of several compositional
elements is provided, including ancient Greek rhythms, Hindu deçi-tâlas, serialism, and
birdsong in order to process their connection with Messiaen’s blackbird.
Messiaen’s blackbird is identified as the Eurasian blackbird (Turdus merula), and
recorded birdcalls from the Eurasian blackbird have been converted into spectrograms.
These graphs facilitated a comparison of the vocalizations produced by the birds with
Messiaen’s written music.
This investigative analysis provides a new perspective in the interpretation of Le
merle noir.

iii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I would like to acknowledge and thank the members of my committee, James Hall,
Andrew Dahlke, Paul Elwood and Isaac Wanasika.
I would also like to extend my thanks and gratitude to Hal Leonard for giving me
permission to use examples from Le merle noir in my document.
Thank you to Cassandra Berman for editing my document and Melody Baggech for
helping me with my French.
Josephine and Ambrose, you are the stars in the sky that helped me find my way, thank
you for your light. And to my partner Nathaniel, thank you for sharing this journey with
me. You carried me when I needed to be carried, supported me when I needed support,
you stood back when I needed space, and you gave me time - as there never seems to be
quite enough of it. Thank you.

iv

TABLE OF CONTENTS
CHAPTER
I.

INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………………….1

II.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW…………..3
History of Olivier Messiaen
Development of Birdsong in Music
Development of Rhythm, Added Value, and Serialism
Literature Review

III.

METHODOLOGY…………………………………………………………..51

IV.

RESULTS……………………………………………………………………53
Structure
Dynamics
Tempo Markings
Rhythmic Patterns
Serialism, Color, and Atmosphere
Performance Recommendations

V.

CONCLUSIONS…………………………………………………………...111

BIBLIOGRAPHY………………………………………………………………………113
APPENDIX
A. PERMISSION FROM COPYRIGHT HOLDER………………………………117

v

LIST OF EXAMPLES
EXAMPLE
4.1

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 9, and Laghuçekhara………………………….62

4.2

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 9, and Gaurî ……………………………….…62

4.3

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 10, and Triputa. ……………………………....62

4.4

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 15, and Simha…………………………………64

4.5

Messiaen, Le merle noir, mm. 16-17, and Gajalîla…………………………64

4.6

Messiaen, Le merle noir, mm. 23-24, Greek Iamb, and Rati………………..65

4.7

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 25, and Simha…………………………………66

4.8

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 27, and Gaurî……………………………….…67

4.9

Messiaen, Le merle noir, mm. 27-28, and Simha.…………………………...67

4.10

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 28, and Simha………………………………....67

4.11

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 28, and Dvitîyai. ……………………………...68

4.12

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 29, and Gaurî.………………………………...68

4.13

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 29, and Lîla…………………………………...69

4.14 a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m.3……………………………………………….80

4.14b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………….80

4.14c

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula……………………..81

4.14d

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 4….…………………………………………...82
vi

4.14b

Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………..83

4.14c

Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula………….83

4.14d

Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula………….83

4.15a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 4. …………………………………………….84

4.15b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………….84

4.15b

Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula………….85

4.16a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m.4. ……………………………………………..85

4.16b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………….86

4.17a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 5……………………………………………...86

4.17b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………….87

4.18a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 5……………………………………………...88

4.18b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………….88

4.18c Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula …………………....89
4.19a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 7……………………………………………..90

4.19b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………....90

4.20a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 8………………………………………….…..91

4.20b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula……………………92

4.20c

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula……………………92

4.21a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 46……………………………………….…..93

4.21b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………...94

4.21c

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………...94

4.22a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 47…………………………………………...95
vii

4.22b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………...95

4.23a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 49…………………………………………....96

4.23b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula …………………....96

4.24a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m.50………………………………………...…...97

4.24b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula………………….…98

4.24c

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………....98

4.24d

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………....99

4.25a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 51…………………………………………....99

4.25b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………..100

4.26a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 52…………………………………………...101

4.26b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………...101

4.26c

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………...102

4.27a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 53…………………………………………...103

4.27b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………...103

4.28a

Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 125……………………………………...…..104

4.28b

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………...105

4.28b

Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula………...105

4.28c

Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula…………………..106

4.28c

Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula………..106

viii

LIST OF FIGURES
FIGURE
1.

Syrinx……………………………………………………………….....47

2.

Shiva and Shakti……………………………………………........……63

ix

LIST OF TABLES
TABLE
1.

Structural units of Le merle noir………………………………………54

2.

Subdivided structure of Le merle noir………………………………...54

x

1

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Le merle noir serves as a pivotal composition in the repertoire of French
composer Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992). Many of the compositional techniques that he
developed over his lifetime can be found in this piece. In it, he uses serialism, ancient
Greek rhythms, Hindu deçi-tâlas, and birdsong. Through an investigative analysis of
these varied compositional styles, an authentic representation of Messiaen’s blackbird
can be used to relate and interpret this composition.
In Messiaen’s analysis classes at the Paris Conservatoire he would engage in an
analysis of a work where he and his students would “determine its psychological climate,
the previous events that influenced it, and, in another direction, its effect on posterity.”1
Messiaen recognized that the importance of a work was not just in its composition, but in
the history and influences surrounding its creation.
Because of the importance Messiaen himself placed on these elements, it is
important to consider the same holistic view of both the composer and the person
studying the piece, because the intention of each element influences the piece’s
interpretation.

1

Claude Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, Conversations with Claude
Samuel, trans. E. Thomas Glasow (Portland OR, Amadeus Press, 1994), 179

2
Messiaen said that it was a pity when a listener could not identify the birds in his
music.2 If he pitied listeners for this lack of knowledge, he would have surely felt
similarly to an interpreter of his music, as their interpretation would fail to reflect
important details of his composition.
Yvonne Loriod (1924-2010), a contemporary specialist in the performance of
Messiaen’s compositions (and eventually his second wife), recalled the work she did in
preparation for performing Réveil des oiseaux. When she first performed it for Messiaen,
he responded, “there are no mistakes, but that’s nothing like it. You haven’t got the
timbres of the birds.” Upon hearing this Loriod was determined to gain praise for both a
perfect and a convincing performance, so she woke up early and ventured out into nature
to listen to the birds. Her time with the birds informed her practice, and when she again
performed for Messiaen, he was indeed convinced, saying it was “much more
authentic.”3 Her knowledge of the birds influenced her performance and Messiaen could
hear it. This story demonstrates the necessity of such research. The goal in learning music
is not simply to be without mistakes, but also to create music with emotion, depth, and
knowledge. To create and convey an informed performance of Le merle noir, the
performer has to know the characteristics of Messiaen’s compositional techniques and
Messiaen’s merle, the blackbird.

2

Ibid., 96
Constanze Wimmer and Helmut Schmidinger, Olivier Messiaen, Oiseaux exotiques:
Materials for Communicating Music (Wien: Universal, 2018). 51-52

3
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CHAPTER II
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND & LITERATURE REVIEW
History of Olivier Messiaen
Religion, love, and the importance of nature – especially birds - were driving
forces behind Messiaen’s life and his innovations in composition. “My music” he
explained “juxtaposes the Catholic faith, the myth of Tristan and Isolde, and a highly
developed use of bird song.”4 These three topics were shaped and molded by Messiaen’s
innovation and study in rhythm as well as his unique relationship with color.5 Together
these forces would influence all of his musical pursuits.
Messiaen was born in Avignon, France on December 10, 1908. He was the son of
Pierre Messiaen and Cécile Sauvage. Pierre, his father, was an English teacher whose
studies and ambitions produced a translation and analysis of Shakespeare’s complete
works. Cécil Sauvage, his mother, was a writer and a poet. She wrote Tandis que la terre
tourne [As the World Turns] while she was pregnant with Olivier, her first child. Late in
Messiaen’s life, French publisher Pierre Belfond set up a series of question-and-answer
sessions with French writer Claude Samuel in which Messiaen described in great detail
the effect of his mother’s poetry on him while in utero, especially the last chapter of her
work L’âme en bourgeon [The Burgeoning Soul]. He viewed his mother’s written works

4
5

Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 21
The term that Messiaen used was ‘rhymician.’ Ibid., 67

4
as having a profound effect on his being. His belief was that his mother’s words were
spiritually stamped upon him with the mysticism associated with mother and child, and
that she impressed her poetic words into his consciousness, effectively shaping who he
was to become.
Sauvage’s second book, Le vallon: poèmes [The Valley: poems] published in
1913, is a book of poems detailing and describing birds and nature. Both are subjects
with which Messiaen would carry a lifelong fascination and obsession. He believed that
his mother’s works held insight into the man he was meant to be and what he would
accomplish.6 She proclaimed in her first book “Je souffre d’un lointain musical que
j’ignore.” [I suffer from an unknown, distant music], words which Messiaen felt were
prophetic and a result of his mother’s “poetic intuition.”7
When World War I began to take foot, Messiaen’s father was called into the
service of the French military. His mother retreated to her brother’s home in the
mountains of Grenoble with her two sons and her own mother. Surrounded by nature,
Messiaen became immersed in poetry and fairy tales, an atmosphere he created in which
his imagination would thrive – just as war was engulfing France.8 Between the ages of
seven and nine be began to teach himself the piano.9 For him there was a natural step
towards composition as he studied the works of Mozart, Berlioz, and Wagner. The epics

6

Ibid., 15
Ibid., 15
8
Ibid., 109
9
Ibid., 109
7

5
of these composers enthralled him and left him yearning for more. Still a child, he would
request the scores from his favorite composers for Christmas.10
Alongside these forays into music, Messiaen was also deeply immersed in
literature and art. Later in life he recounted stories of himself as a child between the ages
of eight and ten reciting full Shakespeare plays in their French translations for his
brother, Alain.11 He also recalled manufacturing his own miniature toy theater,
explaining, “for the back of the stage I used Cellophane wrappings that I found in sweet
boxes or patisserie bags and then painted them with Indian ink or quite simply with
water-colours.” 12 By placing his theater in a window, he could create ambience and
atmosphere by manipulating the reflected colors produced by the sun for his miniature
productions. This childhood interest in color extended into his adult career, as he found
frequent inspiration from stained-glass windows. 14 In his epic work, Saint François
d’Assise, he collaborated on everything from set design to the color of the Angel’s
wings.15 The artwork that he made as a child gave him control of the atmosphere he was
portraying, like the compositional techniques that he would employ in his compositions.

10

Ibid., 109
He makes mention of the profound impact that his mother’s poetry had on his creative
life, but it is important to note that his father’s creative output also impressed upon the
young Messiaen.
12
Griffiths, Olivier Messiaen and the Music of Time, 21
14
Messiaen retained a love for stained glass windows throughout his life. Colors
mesmerized and inspired him, and these windows may have provided him with
fascinations, but could have also provided him with a link between his synesthesia and a
tangible physical representation. Among his favorites were the Sainte-Chapelle, Chartres
Cathedral and the Bourges Cathedral. (Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 44)
15
The “five-colored wings” used in the costuming of the Angel were inspired by one
portion, ‘The Annunciation,” of an altarpiece painted by Fra Angelico for the Convent of
San Marco in Italy (Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 238)
11

6
After Messiaen’s father returned from the war, he accepted a position as Professor
of English in Nantes, moving his family for what would only be a six month stay. While
there Messiaen began his studies with Jehan de Gibon, where he was given a score for
‘Pelleas et Melisande’ by Claude Debussy, which Messiaen felt “placed a veritable bomb
in the hands of a mere child.”16 17
In 1919, after moving to Paris, at the age of 11, he began his studies at the Paris
Conservatoire and continued until 1930. Messiaen had many musical gifts, but it was
noted upon his matriculation that it was on organ that he “demonstrated the gift of
mimicry.”18 He studied with several influential professors: Georges Faulkenberg, Jean
Gallon, Marcel Dupré, Noël Gallon, and Paul Dukas.19
He studied theory and counterpoint with Noël Gallon, and orchestration – which
he referred to as the ‘history of musical language’ – with Dukas. 20 His harmony teacher
Jean Gallon, introduced Messiaen to Dupré. Gallon recognized that Messiaen had a great
talent for improvisation, and he was sure that this talent would be best suited to the
organ.21 Dupré guided Messiaen in the study of organ and introduced him to the art of

16

Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 110
In his conversations with Claude Samuel, noting the profound influence of his teacher,
Messiaen reveals that Jehan de Gibon wrote to him all his life. Messiaen even went to
visit him before he died.
18
Robin Maconie, “Messiaen Confessions,” The Musical Times 160/10948 (Autumn
2019), 6
19
Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 111
20
Olivier Messiaen credited Jean and Noël Gallon with introducing him to “true”
harmony in his book My Musical Language. He did not differentiate between their
respective classes and/or lessons in regard to their specifics in the study of harmony,
theory and counterpoint.
21
In the western classical musical tradition, church organists are provided with a
multitude of opportunities in the art of improvisation.
17

7
counterpoint. It was Dupré that was responsible for Messiaen’s introduction to plainchant
and Greek meters.
The meters of ancient Greece fascinated Messiaen. He immersed himself in this
ancient realm of rhythm. It was during his investigations of these rhythms that he
discovered an ancient thirteenth century text from India, the Samgîta-Ratnâkara [Ocean
of Music] written by Çarngadeva, a thirteenth century musicologist. In the fifth chapter of
this book, Tâlâdhyâyâ, Messiaen learned of 120 different deçi-tâlas, a system of rhythms
that were developed and used in India and influenced both Hindustani and Carnatic
music. While Messiaen never made reference to Carnatic music specifically, he did refer
to these deçi-tâlas as ancient Hindu rhythms. Many of the ancient Greek rhythms he
studied shared and overlapped rhythmic patterns with the deçi-tâlas. Although these two
ancient texts come from different parts of the world and were written under different
circumstances and in different time periods, they nevertheless feature some similarities in
organization – even though many of the Hindu rhythms were associated with the gaits of
different animals.
These two rhythmic systems entranced Messiaen and influenced many of his
works. He describes them in detail in his seven volume, eight book treatise that was
published posthumously.22 His construction of the principal of ‘added note values’ –
which will be discussed in detail later in this study – developed directly from these
ancient ideas of rhythm and shaped him into what he deemed to be a “rythmician.”23

22

The Traité de rythme, de couleur, et d’ornithologie, is seven volumes. Volume V is
divided into two books because of its length.
23
Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 67

8
In 1929 Messiaen published his first work for piano, Preludes.24 He used his
modes of limited transposition, a technique that would become a mainstay in Messiaen’s
works.
Just after he concluded his studies at the Paris Conservatoire at the age of 23, he
applied for a position as the organist at the Église de la Sainte-Trinité in Paris. He began
his tenure there that same year, 1931, and would stay in that position for the duration of
his life. In his conversations with Claude Samuel, he was asked if he would have
considered another position, perhaps at the more famous Paris cathedral Notre Dame de
Paris, and his reply was a definitive “no.” 25 The Sainte-Trinité had undergone a
restoration by the French government and later was equipped with modifications
overseen by Messiaen.26 He viewed the organ as his child – insisting “it’s my organ, my
child, my son!” - and would have never considered the idea of abandoning it/him.27
The position of organist included the responsibility of performing three masses
and vespers every Sunday as well as weddings and funerals throughout the week. As
such, his early works were mainly composed for organ, and were based on religious
subjects. Messiaen was devoutly Catholic. His parents were not religious, but Messiaen

24

This was not Messiaen’s first composition. Even considering that he won several prizes
in composition at the Conservatoire, he considered this piece to be his first composition
‘of value.’ Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 67
25
Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 25
26
The restoration was ordered by the city of Paris. With the restoration complete and as
his artistic ideas grew, Messiaen began to modify the organ to please his own palate in
modern sounds. He “had a great many reed stops and mixtures added, had the action
electrified, and, what’s more, my organ has six recordable electric combination
registrations that can be preset.” He felt he could play anything with an authentic sound
from the Baroque period to the modern era that included many experimental and electric
sounds. (Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 23)
27
Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 25
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explained to Samuel that he had always been a believer.28 His devotion to his religion and
to God remained a constant driving force in his life, touching everything from his
pedagogy to the rhythms used in his compositions.
By the 1930’s Messiaen’s career was blossoming. In 1934, he began teaching at
the Ecole Normale de Musique and the Schola Cantorum in Paris. He joined three other
composers, André Jolivet, Yves Baudrier, Jean-Yves Daniel-Lésur, to form the group ‘La
Jeune France’. They were dedicated to innovation in modern classical music, yet they
strove to move beyond innovations that focused only on showcasing techniques
highlighted by their difficulty. They felt that this music achieved a mechanical feel and
they wanted to deliver music that generated a sense of spirituality and deep emotional
feelings.29 Each of these composers went against the grain, rejecting, for example,
popular developments made in jazz and dance which was influential in the western
classical tradition of this time. Instead, they favored ideas that they felt would “reemphasize passion and sensuality in music.”30 It was also during this period that he met
and married the violinist Claire Delbos in 1932 and welcomed their only child, Pascal, in
1937.
In 1939, when war struck again, Messiaen’s situation changed. The burgeoning
violence and unrest eventually led to the disbandment of ‘La Jeune France’. Messiaen

28

Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 16
David Kraft, Birdsong in the Music of Olivier Messiaen (Ph.D. Diss., Middlesex
University, 2000), 5
30
Paul Griffiths, “Messiaen, Olivier,” Oxford Music Online: Grove Music Online,
https://0-wwwoxfordmusiconline.com.library.ecok.edu/grovemusic/search?q=Olivier+Messiaen&searc
hBtn=Search&isQuickSearch=true
29

10
was enlisted in the military, and left his teaching positions, working in a hospital until
France’s fall to Germany in 1940.31 It was then, in Verdun, France, that he was captured
and taken as a prisoner of war. He was sent to the Stalag VIII-A, a prisoner of war camp
in Görlitz, Silesia (now Poland) where he would remain until his release in 1941.
During his imprisonment in Silesia, a German soldier learned of Messiaen’s skills
as a composer and gave him pencils and manuscript paper. This allowed Messiaen to
write Quatuor pour la fin du temps (The Quartet for the End of Time) for clarinet, cello,
violin, and piano; it premiered at the camp on January 15, 1941. The birds he heard while
imprisoned served as an inspiration. The third movement, Abîme des Oiseaux [The Abyss
of the Birds] included his first depiction of the vocalizations made by the blackbird.
Years later he would dedicate Le merle noir, for flute and piano, entirely to the
vocalizations of blackbirds.
In the Preface of the Quatuor, Messiaen noted, “Abyss of the birds. Clarinet solo.
The abyss is Time, with its sadness and tedium. The birds are the opposite of Time; they
are our desire for light, for stars, for rainbows and for jubilant outpourings of song!”32 It
was inspired directly by the “The Revelation of St. John.”33

31

He was found to have poor eyesight and was posted to a medical unit.
Olivier Messiaen, “Preface,” preface to the score of Quatour pour la fin du temps
(Paris: Durand, 1942).
33
“I saw a mighty angel descending from heaven, clad in mist, having around his head a
rainbow. His face was like the sun, his feet like pillars of fire. He placed his right foot on
the sea, his left on the earth, and standing thus on the sea and the earth he lifted his hand
toward heaven and swore by Him who liveth for ever and ever, saying: ‘There shall be
time no longer, but at the day of the trumpet of the seventh angel the mystery of God
shall be consummated.’ ” Revelation X
32

11
This piece was and is still one of Messiaen’s most popular and significant works.
In it he not only used the element of birdsong, but he also used ‘added value,’ a
“rhythmic system based on added note value, prime numbers, Hindu and nonretrogradable rhythms.”34 It is important to note that specific birds were not indicated in
the score, but were revealed in Messiaen’s preface to the score and in his treatises. In his
later compositions, Messiaen’s use of these elements would develop and become more
significant – especially in his second (and last) piece to include winds in chamber music,
Le merle noir for flute and piano.
Upon his release from imprisonment in 1942, he was offered a position at the
Paris Conservatoire as Professor of Harmony. By this time, Messiaen was not only a
dedicated composer, but also thrived in the world of teaching. In 1944, he wrote
Technique de mon langage musical, a treatise written in part to answer his students’
questions. “Each week in my composition class [at the Paris Conservatory] I’d invite a
different instrumentalist to explain the possibilities of his [their] instrument in response to
the students’ questions…personally [I] took a lot of notes.”35
Messiaen’s position at the Paris Conservatoire evolved over time. He began as
Professor of Harmony, then Professor of Composition, and ultimately Professor of
Aesthetics, a position that would allow him to teach analysis and rhythm. It was at this
time in his own pedagogical practice that he would dedicate each semester to one musical
genre and explore every facet that he and his students could think of that would affect it.
If they studied opera, for example, they would look at “theatrical movement, disposition

34
35

Kraft, Birdsong in the Music of Olivier Messiaen,75
Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 165
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of scenes, the arrangement of the texts, orchestration, the instrumental scoring, the vocal
writing, the composer’s musical language (harmonies, melodic line, rhythmic system),
and form.”36
He composed Vingt Regards sur l’enfant-Jésus, also in 1944. This piece included
a glimpse of what would become his ‘style oiseau’. In it there are passages that include
the indication marking ‘comme un oiseau’ [like a bird]. The fourteenth movement, titled
“Regard des Anges’ [Contemplation of the Angels], contains a stylistic indication of
‘style oiseau,” “in which bird-like textures alternate in rhythmic canon within a call and
response style with the God theme eight times.”37 It is in the eighth movement, Regard
des hauteurs [Contemplation of the heights] that Messiaen indicates “Le merle et tous les
oiseaux” [The blackbird and all the birds]. His blackbird appears again and “instead of a
merely decorative function… [the birdsong takes on] more of a soloistic role.”38
In 1945 he began teaching a private course in musical analysis, which he would
continue to teach for three years, in the parlor of Egyptologist Guy-Bernard Delapierre.39
(Messiaen noted that Delapierre was more “a companion of captivity” than a participant
in the course.)40 The course became so popular that it caught the attention of Claude
Delvincourt, the director of the Paris Conservatoire, who then appointed Messiaen to
teach a class in analysis at that institution. This class would later evolve into a class on
composition.

36

Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 179
Kraft, Birdsong in the Music of Olivier Messiaen, 88 & 91
38
Ibid., 83
39
Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 177
40
Melody Baggech, An English Translation of Olivier Messiaen’s Traité de rythme, de
couleur, et d’ornithologie Volume I (DMA Diss. University of Oklahoma, 1998), 8
37

13
According to composer Pierre Boulez, “one can observe a sort of mutation around
the late 1940’s and early 1950’s” in Messiaen’s compositions, leading to “the most
experimental period in Messiaen’s music.” 41 Scholar David Kraft has deemed 1949-1951
as Messiaen’s “Experimental Period,” even devoting an entire chapter to this time period
in his dissertation, Birdsong in the Music of Olivier Messiaen.42 It is within these three
years that he began to experiment with a wide array of different techniques, some of
which he would pursue only briefly, and some of which would continue to fascinate him
for the rest of his career.
Also in 1945, Messiaen composed what would become the first installment of a
‘Tristan triptych’, Harawi, a song cycle for soprano and piano, with the subtitle, Chant
d'amour et de mort (Song of Love and Death). Each piece in his ‘Tristan triptych’ is
dedicated to different facets of human love as told through the Tristan and Isolde legend.
He had developed a love for this story in his youth. He felt that it captured the “truest
essence of human love, love and death, and love of God,” and that it told the tale in
which “love transcends the body, transcends even the limits of the mind, and grows to a
cosmic scale.”43 The subtitle “song of love and death” encapsulated the overall feeling of
the cycle, yet the word “harawi” was also very significant, connoting storytelling and
love. The word Harawi (or yarawi) comes from the ‘Quechuan’ language found in Peru
indicating a genre of love songs that stem from the ancient Inca Empire.44 These Harawi
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songs, tell the story of two lovers that are generally doomed to die, and still survive today
in Andean cultures. In Messiaen’s Harawi, two movements mention birds in their titles,
II. Bonjour toi, colombe verte, [Hello you, green dove] and X. Amour oiseau d'étoile
[Love Star-bird]. While these titles suggest the inclusion of birdsong, there is not any
other written indication that would suggest that he was yet to fully pursue “style oiseau.”
In 1948, Serge Alexandrovich Koussevitsky, the director of the Boston
Symphony, commissioned Messiaen to write a piece for the orchestra, which would
premiere in 1949. Koussevitsky told him that he could “choose as many instruments as
you desire, write a work as long as you wish and in the style you want.”45 In a sense,
Messiaen could deliver anything! The result of this commission was the second Tristan,
Turangalîla-symphonie, written for Ondes Martenot, solo piano, and a very large
orchestra.46 Unfortunately, Koussevitzky became ill and could not attend the premiere,
but allowed his assistant conductor at the Tanglewood Institute, Leonard Bernstein, to
step up to the podium to premiere Turangalîla with the Boston Symphony in both Boston
and New York.
The word Turangalîla is derived from the Sanskrit word Turangá, which means
movement and/or rhythm. Lîla, also Sanskrit, is one of the 120 deçi-tâlas. It means ‘play,’
in the sense of divine action upon the universe.47 This symphony is written in ten
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movements. The second movement, Chant d’amour [Love Song], contains rhythmic
similarities to the Vif section in Le merle noir, which was written only a couple of years
later. More similarities are found in the sixth movement, Jardin du sommeil d’amour
[Garden of Love’s Sleep]. The inspiration for the melodic material found in the Presque
lent, tendre section of Le merle noir comes from this movement. According to Kraft,
“these slow repeated notes give the movement a calm and flowing serenity and
contentment, and a timelessness as the lovers sleep.”48 Alongside the love theme, this
movement showcases the birdsongs of the thrush, nightingale, and blackbird. It was also
in this symphony that Messiaen first used the label ‘oiseaux’ as an expressive marking.
Following the success of Turangalîla, Koussevitsky invited Messiaen to teach at
the Tanglewood Institute in the United States that same year. There, Messiaen taught
composition and orchestration alongside Aaron Copland. He enjoyed the rural American
setting and later said that it was one of the only places in the United States that he could
appreciate. After this he would only find himself in big American cities, which he felt
were appalling, as he insisted, “I am a mountain man, a man of nature and stillness.” 50 It
was not until he traveled to Utah to research the landscapes for Des canyons aux étoiles…
[From the canyons to the stars…] that he would experience rural America again.
Messiaen was asked to return to Tangelwood, but he ultimately declined, noting the
language barrier, as he only spoke French.
The third installment, Cinq rechants, was written in 1948, the same year as the
Turangalîla-symphonie. Written for twelve acappella voices, its roots are in the Alba, a
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lyric poem used by troubadours.51 The word “alba” directly translates to dawn. This
poem “describes the longing of lovers who, having passed a night together, must separate
for fear of being discovered.” 52 It was yet another genre concerned with the stories of
love. Alongside the Turangalîla-symphonie and Cinq Rechants, Messiaen also wrote
Mode de valeurs et d’intensités, a piece “organized by pitch, duration, intensity and
timbre with total serialism.”53
In 1949 Messiaen began work on his second treatise, Traité de rythme, de
couleur, et d’ornithologie. He would add to this work his whole life, leaving it to be
published posthumously by his wife, Yvonne Loriod. It is a massive 7 volume, eight
book collection that includes several historical and critical analyses of both modern and
ancient techniques in music theory and philosophy. Volume five (comprised of two
books) details a collection of common birds which is then divided into fourteen different
environments; such as ‘the oceans’ and ‘the towns.’ He showcases and describes each
bird in regard to its habitat, its appearance, and the song itself. The representation of these
songs use onomatopoetic representations to help convey the exact tone and timbre
associated with each bird.
The next year, 1950, he wrote La Messe de la Pentecôte [The Pentecostal Mass]
for organ. Many of his organ works up until this point had been written within a strict
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religious context, but in this piece, birds are instead heard throughout, becoming a
spiritual voice for Messiaen, as he believed they were the closest creatures to God. As
one scholar explained, “Messiaen felt for birds as being, like angels or resurrected souls,
free in flight and at one with God.”54 The title of the fourth movement alone
communicates this idea, Communion: Les oiseaux et les sources [Communion: The birds
and the springs.] Communion, of course, is a Catholic rite that allows believers to share
in the sacrament of Jesus Christ; a person takes bread representing the body of Christ and
drinks wine representing his blood. This deeply spiritual ritual allows the Catholic
believer to experience a moment of embodiment of Christ and God. This is one of the
most important rituals in the Catholic mass, because it communicates the idea that one
person can spiritually connect with God. In this piece, Communion is coupled with the
idea of birds in the spring season. Messiaen, a devout Catholic, was keenly aware that
birds are at their peak, in terms of producing birdsong, in the spring. For him, the
soundscape heard during the spring season was on par with the spiritual magnificence of
Communion. Birdsong is found throughout this work, and it began to appear and
permeate many of his compositions that followed.
Another notable piece is Livre d’orgue. It was finished in 1952, the same year as
Le merle noir, and according to Kraft, the blackbird received special attention because of
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the inclusion of a ‘blackbird cadenza’ which shares many similarities with the avec
fantasie sections of Le merle noir.55
More indications in the music like ‘oiseau du ciel’ [Birds of the sky] started to
appear, clearing the way, in time, for ‘style oiseau.’ He also begins to include the Latin
names of each bird as they appeared in his scores.
He wrote several other pieces during this time, each using different combinations
of Greek meters, Hindu deçi-tâlas, serialism, birdsong and his modes of limited
transposition. Le merle noir, however, was according to Kraft “the first piece to be
entirely dedicated to bird style,” and was his first composition dedicated to the
vocalizations of one bird.56
He continued to include a significant amount of birdsong in his compositions
throughout the early 1950’s, and eventually birdsong would become the main focus of his
works. He remained dedicated to his rhythmic studies, but abandoned serialism after Le
merle noir. In 1959 he composed the piece Catalogue d’oiseaux which was dedicated to
the birdsong of a variety of birds. It features not only bird vocalizations, but also includes
musical references to their different regions and habitats, their neighbors and the songs
heard during the day and at night. 57 These birds are not only imagined as single birds
singing but also as flocks creating a barrage of birdsong.
In 1961 Messiaen married Yvonne Loriod, a former student who had become a
specialist in performing his works. In 1966 his title at the Paris Conservatoire became
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Professor of Composition, and some of his notable students from this time include
Karlheinz Stockhausen, Iannis Xenakis, Betsy Jolas, and George Benjamin. He continued
to collect birdsongs and would travel all over the world to accomplish this monumental
task. He trekked through Europe, Japan, India, Mexico, the Middle East, China and
Malaysia, often with an ornithologist, in an effort to discover more voices.
His compositions accordingly became written entirely in the language of the
birds. He would go on to write a monumental opera, Saint François d’Assise. In the sixth
scene “The Sermon of the Birds,” the first flute again carries the song of the blackbird, a
relationship defined by his previous works.58
Messiaen reveled in the sounds of birds, transcribing what he heard. He collected
their voices and in turn they inspired much of his thematic and rhythmic material.
Messiaen felt a connection with nature and the ‘music’ of the natural world, stating “it is
probable that in the artistic hierarchy, birds are the greatest musicians on our planet.”59 It
seems he always listened to the birds and reveled in their improvisations, and he could
even identify more than 500 birds by sound alone.60 His fascination with their ‘free
singing’ would eventually lead Messiaen into nature with his compositional tools in hand.
Development of Birdsong in Music
Tracing the development of birdsong in Messiaen’s music takes us back to the
Quatour pour la fin du temps, where he includes the call of the nightingale and the
blackbird. That piece was the beginning of his inclusion of birdsong that would
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eventually dominate his compositions, his process and the excursions out of France that
he made, all the while collecting the sounds of birds.
In his method of collection, Messiaen did in fact transcribe the sounds of birds.
One might imagine that he scrambled around the woods cataloguing sounds with a
recording device, but it wasn’t until his excursions with this wife, Yvonne Loriod, that a
recording device was included in his process. She would operate the recording device and
supply Messiaen with the recordings later, as he would work on his transcriptions during
that time with pencils and manuscript paper. He felt that “transcriptions [were] intended
as an interpretation of what the bird sings, just as a painting captures the essence rather
than the surface of its subject: it is more than a merely mechanical representation.” 61 His
early dictations were written on journeys into the natural world where he would only take
manuscript paper and pencils. He found a place to listen and would write alongside the
birds to which he was listening, explaining, “when I take down the first strophe, it’s (the
bird) already singing the second.”62 He would commit what he didn’t write down to
memory and come back to what he stored in his memories at a later time for further
transcriptions. He felt that a transcription included more than that of the song itself, “just
as a photograph conveys the snapshot of a single-individual.”63 He felt that transcribing
from a recording could only provide one aspect of nature, the sound of the bird, which in
his philosophy was only one side of a multifaceted truth. There would inherently be an
omission of habitat, atmospheric differentiations in weather, plumage variations, seasonal
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attributes, botanical variations and more. He was determined not only to transcribe the
literal sound of the bird, but the bird within nature itself. As one scholar explained, “it is
not just the songs of birds that are projected through this music but also the intense
colours of avian plumage, and the awe Messiaen felt for birds as being, like angels of
resurrected souls, free in flight and one with God.”64
Messiaen was unusually dedicated to creating an authentic representation of what
he heard. He would even venture into the woods at dawn and dusk, so that he could learn
the sound qualities associated with different times of day.65 “The best times of day
correspond to the sun’s rising and setting, rising around six o’clock in the morning in the
month of April or between four and five o’clock in June; and setting around seven
o’clock in the evening in April, around nine o’clock and even nine-thirty in June.” 66 He
became aware of the seasonal effects on birds and noted that the best time to hear the
birds was in the spring, specifically April, May and June, while the “summer is a time of
silence.”67 According to Messiaen, the spring is the “season of love” when birds are
active in their mating rituals, the result of which is offspring. Parenting becomes the
focus of the summer season, leading most birds to abandon their songs .68 Autumn brings
with it the rare occasion of birds free singing as preparations for their migration journeys
begin, and as winter approaches the birds become silent.
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Of course, there are many challenges inherent in transcribing the vocalizations of
birds, especially when translating the incredible feats of sound that birds create for
western classical instruments, which use only twelve tones. Birds, of course, do not
adhere to this system or any other man-made organizational system, so there are parts of
their vocalizations that have to be adjusted or eliminated in order to fit them within the
limitations of musical notation. Messiaen worked, for example, to eliminate tiny and
unproduceable intervals, some of which were not even distinguishable to the human ear.
He could never produce a true reproduction of these vocalizations because the speed,
timbre, range of sound, and intervallic productions, among other things, can never truly
line up with what the human ear can hear or with what a western classical instrument can
achieve. He worked to be both “exact” and “probable,” but a barrier always remained,
because nature cannot wholly be captured.69
The more time Messiaen spent with birds, the more he felt that information on
them was missing. He met with the ornithologist Jacques Delamain for his first lesson in
ornithology on Delamain’s estate, la Branderaie de Garde-Epée, located in the
department of Charente in Western France. He would also seek the knowledge and
company of ornithologists Jacques Penot, François Hüe, Henri Lomont, and RobertDaniel Etchécopar.70 71 Messiaen believed that his “ornithological work was not only an
element of consolation in my musical pursuits of musical aesthetic, but also a factor of
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health. Its perhaps thanks to that work that I was able to withstand the misfortunes and
complications of life.”72
While birds became the focus of his work he continued to use the tools he found
in Greek metrics, Hindu tâlas, nonretrogradable rhythms, symmetrical permutations, and
sound color, not only to express his love of birds but also to highlight “the existence of
the truths of the Catholic faith” and “human love.”73
Development of Rhythm, Added Value, and Serialism
Rhythm
Messiaen was interested in the rhythmic discoveries that he found in the ancient
Hindu treatise, Samgita-Ratnakara written by Çarnagadeva. The rhythmic material that
he found within this book sparked his interest in the idea that rhythm should be the
primary function of music, instead of earlier western conceptions in which melodic and
harmonic functions were placed higher on the scale of musical importance.
Added value
Messiaen was particularly experimental in the years after the war, and it was
during this time that he began to consider himself a ‘rhythmician.’74 After his return from
war, he went back to his studies of ancient Greek and Hindu rhythms. These vastly
different cultures captured his attention and led him to one of his own innovations in
rhythm, ‘added value.’ The Greek rhythms he examined were founded on the idea of
ordering the movement of time, using arses (rise, short) and theses (fall, long) as their
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organizational method. The first topic that Messiaen discussed in Volume I of his Traité
de rhythme, de couleur, et d’ornithologie is his philosophy of time and eternity. He felt
that the innovation of time signatures functioned as a place holder in time, rather than as
organizational methods of ordering time.75 These ancient organizational methods created
what Messiaen felt were irregularities within small groups of rhythms. Messiaen took
these ideas and adapted them into what he called added value and which he would
indicate with a (+) in his scores.
Serialism
Messiaen also began to experiment with serialism, a pitch ordering system
developed by composer Arnold Schoenberg. He adapted it to be used in other aspects of
composition. According to Kraft , Cantéyodjavâ, Neumes rythmiques, and Mode de
valeurs et d’intensités were the “first western composition(s) to introduce numerical
procedures [of serialism] to pitch, dynamics, durations, and timbre,” resulting in what
was termed “total serialism,” a technique he would eventually abandon.76 He wrote,
“some of my works comprise tone rows, but they project nothing like the sound one
expects from serial writing, nor do they have the ‘serial spirit.’”77 Ultimately, he felt that
“this system did away with the phenomenon of resonance…and without resonance, only
a feeling of blackness remains.”78
Instead of serialism Messiaen began developing a system that he felt would
prevail over serialism. He described his innovations through three principles: 1. Modes of
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limited transposition, 2. Non-retrogradable rhythm and 3. Symmetrical permutations.79
He felt that these innovations “[possessed] an occult power, a calculated ascendancy in
time and sound.”80
The modes of limited transposition function using the twelve-tone system of
western classical music. ‘Limited’ indicates that not all twelve tones are present in each
mode. According to Messiaen, “the modes of limited transposition are divided into
symmetrical groups, the last note of each group being “common” to the first note of the
following group. These groups are organized into six groups of two notes, four groups of
three notes and two groups in which the number of notes varies.”81 As he explained,
“after a certain number of transpositions, these modes return to the same notes and it is
impossible to continue transposing.”82 Another way to look at the modes is through their
intervallic patterns. For example, the major scale, which consists of all twelve tones is
organized by whole steps and half steps. The pattern is whole, whole, half, whole, whole,
whole, half. These intervals can be transposed twelve times forming the 12 major scales.
Messiaen’s Mode 1is a whole-tone scale which consists of five whole steps. It is
transposable twice (C D E F# G# A#) and (C# D# F G A B). Using the organizational
pattern of whole steps will always and only produce two scales. They are thus twice
transposable.
Non-retrogradable rhythms exist as palindromes in written language. These
rhythms are constructed in such a way that they can be read forward and backward with
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the same result, although, from Messiaen’s perspective they could “not be played
backwards because of tiny retrograde within themselves.”83
Messiaen’s symmetrical permutations were based on the same principles of the
modes of limited transposition. The permutations can occur “in a certain reading order,
which is always the same, [resulting] in a limited number of permutations.”84
Messiaen was also deeply connected to color. He felt, for example, that he had
been “devoted to violet” since his birth.85 In his words he was “affected by a sort of
synesthesia, more in my mind than in my body…in my mind’s eye [I see] colors that
move with the music,” which are “not imagination, nor a physical phenomenon. It’s an
inward reality.”86 Because of his synesthesia – in which his sense of color and sound
were blended – Messiaen had a relationship with color unlike anyone else. This led him
to create modes not only to represent tonal harmony, but also to represent color.87 The
second mode can be transposed three times or is “thrice transposable” allowing it to have
three variations in color.88 According to Messiaen, each transposition of each mode had a
specific color or colors and sometimes shapes associated with it, and his synesthesia was
responsible for the specific colorations that he associated with music. Mode 2 in its first
transposition would result in a blue violet color, more specifically “violet rocks speckled
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with tiny gray cubes, cobalt blue, deep Prussian blues, highlighted by a bit of violetpurple, gold, red, ruby and stars of mauve, black and white.”89 The second transposition
is “gold and silver spirals against a background of brown and ruby red vertical stripes.
Gold and brown are dominant.”90 And the third transposition is “light green and prairiegreen foliage, with specks of blue, silver and reddish orange. Dominant is orange.”91 He
only describes two of the four transpositions of Mode 3 in great detail. The first is
“orange with red and green pigments, to specks of gold and also to a milky white with
iridescent, opaline reflections,” and the second is “horizontally layered stripes: from
bottom to top, dark gray, mauve, light gray, and white with mauve and pale yellow
highlights-with flaming gold letters, of an unknown script, and a quantity of little red or
blue arcs that are very thin, very fine, hardly visible. Dominant are gray and mauve.” 92
This description is perhaps the longest illustration of his colorful visions. It is important
to note that while he recounted these modes using vibrant language and extensive
descriptions, he also described simple visuals with more limited language such as
“upward it is shaded white (light) and downward it is dark” in relation to the description
of Mode 6 and its six transpositions.93 His description of the colorization of serialism is
bleak in comparison, as he states that “the serial language itself is not unsettling - it is
black! I see it without coloration. Always black, gray, black, gray.”94 Of this blending of
the senses, he explained, “when I hear a score or read it, hearing it in my mind, I visualize

89

Ibid., 64
Ibid., 64
91
Ibid., 64
92
Ibid., 64
93
Ibid., 64
94
Ibid., 241
90

28
(literally) corresponding colors, which turn, shift and combine, just as the sounds turn,
shift, and combine.”95 His love of colors and his synesthesia also help explain his love of
stained glass windows and of nature, which he ultimately felt were the culminations of
divine love and the presence of God.
His modes of limited transposition were colors, chords were colors (B E G# C =
ruby red zone, Gb Bb Eb F = crimson red, D C# A G = bright shining blue grey), and
even serialism retained color for him. In his compositions these colors were often the
driving force behind his musical decisions. He stated that, “I don’t use my modes in a
melodic fashion…I use them as colors.”96 He added that the tone clusters he used “give
my writing an aspect of precious stones, a shimmering, stained-glass texture”97
In comparison to St. François d’Assise, a monumental composition that took over
eight years to complete, Le merle noir is brief and yet pivotal in Messiaen’s stylistic
development. It was in this piece that he became wholly immersed in birdsong. After Le
merle noir, Messiaen all but abandoned serialism in his works and focused instead on his
modes which gave him access to an unimaginable rainbow of colors. His inspiration
morphed almost entirely to that of birdsong and Le merle noir served as a bridge between
an experimental period and a period that developed inclusion of birdsong in Messiaen’s
writing.
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Literature Review
“In the beginning, there was rhythm.”98
Materials and Techniques of Twentieth
Century Music, Stephen Kostka
In Materials and Techniques of Twentieth Century Music, Stephen Kostka
discusses the pre-occupation with rhythm that occurred in the music of the twentieth
century.99 It was not only Messiaen who delved into rhythmic studies; Stravinsky and
Debussy were also captivated by rhythm, and all three were part of a broader movement
that shifted away from melody and harmony and towards rhythm and pitch. Many
composers began exploring rhythm, resulting in the complex and varied use of
syncopation, changing time signatures, polymeters, and more.
In line with this new focus, Kostka explains that “Messiaen studied [the] music of
India and adapted its rhythms and scales to his own purpose.”100 We can assume that he
did the same with birdsong.
Kostka also explores the idea of written rhythm versus perceived rhythm.101 There
is “often the conflict between written and perceived rhythms [that] arises out of
consideration for the performer.”102 Messiaen developed a ‘rhythmic style’ that included
rhythmic asymmetry, or as Kostka refers to it, “changing meters.” It may be that we are
perceiving these rhythmic changes as meter changes when in fact they are the result of
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Messiaen’s ‘added values.’ These ‘added values’ were not meant to change the feeling of
the written meter but would result in an unsettled perceived rhythm because of the
unordered change in time.
Kostka also points out Messiaen’s use of polymeter, which Kostka defines as,
“the simultaneous use of two or more aurally distinguishable time signatures.”103
According to Kostka, polymeter can be employed in three ways. The first uses the same
time signature, but with displaced entrances. The second uses different time signatures
but with coinciding bar lines, and the third uses different time signatures without
coinciding bar lines - the aural effects of which can result in a canon. Messiaen used the
technique of polymeter to construct a canon that is found in Le merle noir.
Kostka also describes ‘a metric’ meter, which is meter without a perceivable
metric organization. He uses Gregorian chant as an example, but when looking directly to
Le merle noir we can see that Messiaen uses this technique in two sections that are often
referred to as the “bird cadenza.”104
Olivier Messiaen, Music and Color:
Conversations with Claude Samuel,
Translated by E. Thomas Glasow
Music critic, Claude Samuel conducted a series of interviews with Olivier
Messiaen, which were then published in, Olivier Messiaen, Music and Color:
Conversations with Claude Samuel. This book, translated by E. Thomas Glasow details
Messiaen’s thoughts, philosophies and experiences throughout his life.
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In these interviews three overarching themes in Messiaen’s works emerged: 1. his
love and devotion to the Catholic faith, 2. the tale of human love as told through the
Tristan and Isolde legend, and 3. ‘highly evolved birdsong.’105 It became clear through
these conversations that Messiaen’s use of birdsong was not just a theme unto itself, but
also something that he used as a tool to elevate topics such as divinity or love.
In these interviews it is revealed that he used his discovery and fascination with
Greek meters and Hindu deçi-tâlas to develop his own innovations in rhythm, which
resulted in his use of added value, non-retrogradable rhythm, and symmetrical
permutations.
He also discussed his use of color within music, which was deeply rooted in his
synesthesia. When Samuel asked him, “Do you see, or imagine [the colors?],” Messiaen
replied “I am all the same affected by a sort of synesthesia, more in my mind than in my
body…in my mind’s eye [I see] colors that move with the music…this is not imagination,
nor is it a physical phenomenon. It’s an inward reality.”106 This made clear that his
association of colors with sounds was fixed, meaning that he could not change the colors
that accompanied what he heard. This could make some of his interactions with music
quite uncomfortable, for not only could he see the color of sound, but he could not
dismiss the effect of colors that were presented in reality with the sounds he was hearing.
In the event that violet was used to stage a performance of music, such as stage lighting
or costuming, and the performance sounded any G major chords – which did not signify
violet to him - it would make him physically ill, as it was a combination that resulted in
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an “appalling dissonance!”107 These conversations help reveal not only how he used color
in his music, but why he was compelled to do so.
Samuel’s interviews also reveal how Messiaen obtained his birdcalls and
birdsongs, as well why he found them so important. Birds, he explained, were the closest
one could come to the divine world, and their voices were as close to what humans could
ever experience as the voice of God.108 As a deeply devout man, this philosophy shaped
his obsession with birds. He also discussed his methods of transcribing birdsong using
manuscript paper and pencil, but he also made it clear that the sound itself was not the
only thing he sought to capture. He wanted to convey the bird in a holistic manner and
study not only its sounds, but all of its ornithological eccentricities. The terminology
Messiaen used in reference to sound is almost always referred to as “birdsong”, although
he did note that his transcriptions were not exact representations. Moreover, Messiaen
heard almost all of the vocalization’s birds made – including calling or chirping – as
song.
Samuel’s interviews also revealed that Messiaen considered himself an
ornithologist in addition to a composer. He studied with bird specialists all over the
world. As part of this specialized knowledge, he understood that birds have three basic
song types: 1. Territory – “territorial aspect”, 2. Love – “amorous impulse,” and 3. Free
Singing – ‘without social function.109 The territorial aspect of birdsong could be that of a
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bird defending it nest, branch, or region. In defending their territories several birds enter
into competitions, where the winner is awarded the territory. The “amorous impulse”
occurs in spring during mating season, and “free songs” are largely without social
function and are “provoked by the beauties of dawning or dying light.”110 His studies also
guided him to the discovery that a particular song thrush, would sing more brilliantly
when the sky contained more red and violet (Messiaen’s favorite color.) It sang less
vibrantly and its songs were shorter, when these vibrant colors disappeared.111 This
intimacy with birdsong allowed Messiaen to “affirm that all I know about melody has
been taught to me by birds.”112 Messiaen knew why the birds sang their songs and he was
aware of their ability to communicate, which they did through their mating calls, feeding
calls, and alarm calls. With this knowledge of birds, Messiaen strove to create a
representation of not only the bird and its song, but of what the bird itself was trying to
say and where it was when it was saying it.
In Le merle noir, Messiaen explored new uses of birdsong. He dedicated two
ametric sections to what appears to be a free singing black bird. But as we discover in
Samuel’s book, Messiaen was doing much more than this, as he had by then become
dedicated in his pursuit of “true representation” of birds. He not only sought to include
his transcriptions and representations of the birdsong itself, he also tried to convey other
details in his music, such as the bird’s plumage and its habitat. It is because of this depth
that I will seek to more clearly identify Messiaen’s blackbird.
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The Technique of My Musical
Language, Olivier Messiaen
translated by John
Satterfield
Messiaen wrote his treatise Technique de mon langage musical to detail and
explore his musical teachings at the Paris Conservatoire. It served as a source that would
answer the questions most often proposed to him by his students. His theoretical interests
are depicted through brief descriptions alongside musical examples, many of which are
from his own works. Another of his treatises, the Traité de rythme de couleur, et
d’ornithologie, which he began writing shortly after the publication of his Technique,
covers many of the same topics but with more expansive descriptions that also include
philosophy.
In this treatise he devotes only a short chapter to birdsong. Chapter IX: Bird Song
is one page and includes only six examples (in contrast to what would turn into two
monumental volumes dedicated to birdsong in Traité de rythme de couleur, et
d’ornithologie.) In this brief section, he describes how he treats birdsong in his
compositions, by saying simply that he uses “transcription, transformation, and
interpretation.”113 As an example of these points he includes examples from his chamber
work Quatuor pour la fin du temps. In an example he points to the exact points in which
he uses a transcription of a birdsong as well as a ‘variation.’ In his own words he
describes this passage as “a theme and its ‘commentary.’ 114 This particular theme was
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“suggested to [Messiaen] by the improvisation of a merle.”115 On this page he highlights
only three birds, but of the six examples, four are dedicated to the merle. His affinity for
the merle and its unique birdsongs are captured in his musical examples, which he carried
into his composition, Le merle noir.
An English translation of Messiaen’s
Traité de rythme de couleur, et
d’ornithologie, Melody
Baggech
Messiaen began writing his second treatise, Traité de rythme de couleur, et
d’ornithologie in 1948. He called it an “inventory of what has been done and of what has
been neglected.”116 During his lifetime, the treatise burgeoned into eight volumes of
work, which were divided into seven parts. It is considered unfinished and was published
posthumously by his wife, Yvonne Loriod. Although she was the one that would publish
this monumental work, she was careful to retain the format, headings, titles, and
examples that Messiaen used. This work is expansive, thorough, and thought provoking.
The first volume alone is 375 pages. In the preface, Alain Louvier writes “This work
contains the spirit of the Renaissance, of a Leonardo da Vinci freed from the worries of
pleasing Princes, and of rhythmic inventions that disdain passing fancies in favor of
glorifying God, Nature, Time, and Space.”117
While his first treatise was written to discuss his methods with students, this
treatise was written for Messiaen himself. It contains detailed analyses of his
compositional techniques, his discoveries found in ancient Greek and Hindu texts, and
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includes sections dedicated to his philosophies of music, time, and space. “Time is not,”
he explained, “as we have come to believe, a part of Eternity…Time is the measure of
creation, eternity is God himself…Time responds to movement and eternity stays the
same.”118 This philosophy on time and eternity evolves into how one must treat rhythms
and becomes the basis for Messiaen’s journey in trying to understand rhythm from the
“beginning.” Not the beginning of western classical music and its organizations, but the
beginning of time itself.
This treatise reveals his obsession with ancient ideas on rhythms and metrics and
shows how his inclinations to study rhythmic formation led to the treatises from ancient
Greece and ancient India. These writings may be the written materials closest to the
“beginning” of rhythm that one can find. Messiaen needed to understand rhythm not only
through its development in writing, but also through its entanglements with humanism,
nature, and God.
Pierre Boulez, a member of “les fléches,” [the arrows] notes in his preface to this
treatise that in the late 1940’s to the early 1950’s Messiaen was very experimental.119 He
dove into his rhythmic research during this time and his combinations of melodic and
harmonic function became what Pierre Boulez called “adventurous and extreme…He
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does not like restriction; instead manifests unity…because his reflection on time and
duration is one of the most original of our time.”120
It is within this treatise that we can find the exact elements of rhythm that he
began to experiment with in Le merle noir. These details reveal the exact Greek and
Hindu rhythms Messiaen was so enamored with. He included a complete list of the
ancient Greek rhythms and the one hundred and twenty deçi-tâlas written by
Çarnagadeva and how they translate into the musical language of western classical music.
In the second chapter of Volume I, Philosophy of Duration, Rhythm, Messiaen
states, “a musician is inevitably a rythmicist…[they] must refine [their] sense of rhythm
by the study of different concepts of time and of different styles.”121 He looks to the
“rhythms of our organic life – heartbeats [and] respiration” because the “chemical
reaches of the human body influence our sense of duration.”122
His studies in rhythm include early theoretical dealings with metrics, as well as
the music of nature, namely birdsong and their influence on musical rhythm. Birdsongs
became a fundamental component in his composition during this time as he believed that
“bird song is the source of all melody.”123 According to Alain Louvier, “he [opened]
doors…on the Middles Ages, Antiquity, India... and human and animal Physiology (of
which Ornithology is the crux).”124
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To understand Messiaen, we must explore the “noises of nature” because “a true
musician would have everything to gain from listening, from noting the noises of nature,
[the] vibrations and the atmosphere, [and the] harmonic sounds spread throughout the
air.”125
It is in the first volume of this treatise that we start to become familiar with the
personality of Messiaen’s blackbird. The blackbird sings in “humoristic fantasy,” and “a
joyfully mocking Blackbird [has] the timbre of a clear whistle.” 126
The illusion of chaos: The
compositional structure
of Olivier Messiaen’s
Le merle noir, Tiana
Lynn Grise
It is known that Messiaen was experimenting with the idea of total serialism
during the time that he composed Le merle noir. Grise’s dissertation is largely dedicated
to the sections of this piece that use this compositional tool. The “bird cadenza,” a term
given to the A section by Roger Nichols, is acknowledged as being that of birdsong, but it
was not studied to the same extent as the sections relating to total serialism.127 This study
shows that Le merle noir was “painstakingly crafted.” I will use its findings to note the
sections that are written using total serialism and shine a light on how it was used not
only as a compositional tool, but also as a method of creating an atmosphere in which
Messiaen’s blackbird can reside.
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Birdsong in the Music of Olivier
Messiaen, David Kraft
David Kraft offers a “chronological survey of Oliver Messiaen’s treatment of
birdsong.”128 He notes the species that Messiaen includes in his works and the details
pertaining to instrumentation, and the incorporation of “intrinsic characteristics and
structure” within Messiaen’s compositions.129 As Messiaen’s writing continues to evolve
in its use of birdsong, he developed a term for its inclusion in his compositions as that of
‘style oiseau.’ Kraft details the characteristics of ‘style oiseau’ and traces its development
in Messiaen’s music. He follows the “evolution from the general term “oiseau’ to the
precise attribution of particular material to particular birds.”130 The term ‘style oiseau’
[bird style] is a general term used as a stylistic indication within the music. It is meant to
indicate that birdsong is being used and that the performer should recognize it as such. As
Messiaen’s compositional writing evolved, his indications in regard to birds evolved with
it. Alongside his use of the generalized term ‘oiseau’ or ‘style oiseau’ he began to include
the Latin names of the specific birds he was referencing.
This point is especially important when looking at Le merle noir because
Messiaen does not include the Latin name of the bird he is referencing in the score. The
direct translation is “the blackbird,” a term that could indicate various different species
depending on the region. One clue in identifying which exact blackbird he is evoking can
be found in the second movement of another work, Petites esquisses d’oiseaux, which he
composed in 1985. This movement written for solo piano is titled, Le merle noir (Turdus
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merula). This piece carries many similarities to the flute and piano piece, Le merle noir,
especially in the sections performed by both instruments. One can make the assumption
based on this piece alone that Messiaen is referencing Turdus merula specifically, but
there are additional and more definitive clues that suggest this as well.
In France, the blackbird that people most associate with the moniker ‘blackbird’ is
that of the Eurasian blackbird whose Latin name is in fact Turdus merula. This is an
important discovery that must guide interpretation built on an authentic representation.
To build an accurate representation of Messiaen’s merle noir, we must first know the
specific bird to which he was referring.
Kraft points to the faults in authenticity when transcribing birds, such as the
human ear itself. The human ear has its limitations, as it cannot hear the full range of
pitches communicated by birds. One sound heard by the human ear can be a litany of
pitches smashed together, but because of the sound’s speed, humans cannot distinguish
these specific pitches. Then there is the problem of shifts and bends. Timbral qualities
may be heard, but they cannot be reproduced in the language of western classical music
or on a western classical instrument, because, in Messiaen’s own words, “when it comes
to timbres, no instrument made by man can equal their quality and their prodigious
diversity.”131
According to Kraft, “the notation of birdsong is very important to the analysis of
the birdsong and each bird’s intrinsic sound quality.”132 In speaking about the analysis of
birdsong, Kraft does point out common terminology used in the ornithological world that
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overlaps with terminology used in the western classical musical world. Words such as
frequency, pitch, loudness, timbre, and quality are all terms used in both areas of study,
but their definitions carry slightly different meanings. Because of this crossover, I will
clearly define the terms used in Chapter V to make the subject and definition clear.
Kraft also acknowledges the difference between a “harmonic” sound and a
“noisy” sound. Harmonic sounds contain multiple defined pitches sounding at once,
versus noisy sounds which contain “poorly defined harmonics.” He notes the qualities
that one must look or listen for when studying the sounds of birds, such as volume, pitch,
imitation, and quality, while also making note of the social context in which the bird is
singing.133
“Both birdsong and human speech include time-varying acoustic products
consisting of alternating harmonic and noisy units.” He considered the sounds ‘sh’ and
‘ch’ to be more human and ‘D’ and ‘I’ more harmonic or noisy sounds. These
onomatopoetic interpretations of sound are helpful to our understanding of birdsong and
its relation to the human voice, but it can also be confusing. As indicated in the European
Field Guide, “onomatopoetic descriptions are created by the individual listener and
produce inexact and personal” documentation.134 It is with this knowledge that we will
look to the books and lectures of ornithologist, Nathan Pieplow, who produced field
guides dedicated to the sounds of birds using spectrograms.
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Lecture: Bird Sounds Decoded,
Nathan Pieplow 135
Pieplow begins his lecture by saying, “The birds are always all around us all the
time telling us who they are and what they are doing, “meaning that birds use their own
form of communication.136 The vocalizations that birds produce function as their point of
communication, much like that of the words and languages used amongst humans. We
may not completely understand their language, but we can decipher their general
meaning if we look at the context in which the bird produces its sound.
In order to create an example of a bird’s general language, Pieplow refers to the
mockingbird. Its moniker implies that its vocalizations are in fact mocking or mimicking
something. The act of mimicry amongst birds indicates that the bird is trying to disguise
itself as something other than itself, therefore becoming an imposter. The mockingbird is
not in the business of identity theft, as it is merely representing or transposing other
sounds in its own voice. This is a similarity that Messiaen himself shares with the
mockingbird, as he too uses a form of representation through transcription. Ornithologists
have not been able to discern the reasons why the mockingbird sings, but they do know
that it is not singing with the intent of being mistaken for another bird. Many birds often
have patterns in their sound, and the mockingbird uses this technique in its vocalizations.
The “I’m a mockingbird pattern” or its “standard vocabulary sounds” consist of one motif
repeated two or three times. The resulting pattern in this case would be AAA BBB CCC
or AA BB CC. After it has concluded its repeats the bird moves on to a new motif.
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In his lecture, Pieplow goes through a basic guide in order to understand and
study birdsong. The most important question to ask is, “what did, or do you hear?” The
guide breaks down a specific list of what to listen for:
1. Was it a single note?
2. Was it a single note repeated followed by a trill?
3. Were the phrases constructed of two or three syllables?
4. Was the same phrase repeated?
5. Were different short notes or phrases separated by pauses?
6. Was it a complex bird call - more than 3 syllables long, but less than 4 seconds?
7. Was it a long complex bird call – at least 4 syllables without significant pause?
The redwing blackbird, a bird that is found abundantly in North America, serves
as another example in this lecture. A duet between a male and female redwing blackbird
takes place with the understanding that the birds are communicating an amorous
relationship, reflective of the words “I love you.” Halfway through the female’s bird call,
the male mate joins in with a “synchronized performance.” This ‘performance’ indicates
a pair bonding which announces to any other birds seeking a mate that these two birds are
no longer looking for a match.
A typical bird call can also communicate “I’m taken” or this is “My
territory/territory occupied.” This specific call made by the redwing blackbird shares
similarities in the structure of the flutter-tongued section in Le merle noir. Birds can say
“I’m heading out for a bit,” which indicates to other birds that they may be leaving the
nest site, or they can issue an alert call or chirp which indicates to other nearby birds “Get
out!” or “Help!” One species of bird that resides in many different places, like the
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redwing blackbird retains a local dialect. Within the redwing community, “the male birds
in any given marsh will all agree on their language.”
In relation to the Eurasian blackbird, it is important to note that the birds in
different locations may exhibit different speech tendencies. This is an important note as
we seek to uncover a true representation of Messiaen’s Turdus merula. Messiaen
suggests that the “pattern of sounds in time have meaning” and through the use of the
spectrogram I may uncover the pattern that can suggest a meaning in the birdsong that
inspired the freely written birdsong in Le merle noir.
Pieplow notes that the anatomy of the bird contributes to differences in harmonics
heard in different species of birds. These harmonic frequencies are a consequence of
multiple frequencies produced by the bird. He mentions William Thorpe’s terminology
that was devised in the 1960’s. The terminology was created in order to distinguish the
difference between what constitutes a bird song and what constitutes a bird call. It also
juxtaposes simple sounds and complex sounds. There is a difference between learned
sounds and innate sounds produced in birdsong, where the innate sounds might be what a
baby bird instinctually vocalizes when it needs to alert a parent that it has hatched and is
hungry, but a learned vocalization is something that takes time and must be practiced,
developed, and studied. Male birds often repeat their sounds in order to attract a mate. It
is important to note if a repetitive sound is a mating male or if the repetition is serving
some other function and to note the sex and age of the bird that is making this repetitive
sound.
Pieplow also mentions posturing in regard to birdsong. He uses the example of the
yellow-headed blackbird. When this bird sings it always tilts its head to the left and if it
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lifts it wing when singing it is always the left wing, never the right. This is the case across
the species. The red wing blackbird fluffs out and flares its wings in order to showcase
the vibrancy of its red feathers. This introduction into the vocalizations of birds provides
a guide in what to listen for and suggests the idea of using spectrograms in order to study
a bird’s vocalizations more closely.
Peterson Field Guide to Bird Sounds
of Eastern North America and
Peterson Field Guide to Bird
Sounds of Western North
America, Nathan
Pieplow
A general field guide used to identify birds generally focuses on what one can see,
but these books focus on identification based on what one hears, because when one is out
in the field birdwatching, a component that is often more prevalent than sight is sound.
These sound-based field guides offer a completely different way to identify birds. The
identifications can be made through the primary use of sound. Like other field guides,
they provide the reader with important details and pictures of the birds but also include
accompanying spectrograms of what would be considered average and typical
vocalizations.
The Field Guide to Bird Sounds of Eastern North America was published first in
2017 and was followed by the Field Guide to Bird Sounds of Western North America in
2019. Each field guide includes examples of typical sounds shown through the
spectrogram as well as habitat, abundance, behavior, and look.
When out in the field one should expect to hear individual variances. Within these
variances, one should be able to compare the shapes produced by a spectrograph or
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spectrogram to make an accurate identification, for, “like human speech, they carry
complex messages from singer to listener.”137 It is from these sounds that we can find out
what the bird is doing when its vocalizations are made, why it is doing it, what it is
saying and to whom it is speaking. Birds need to communicate and are known to have
specific calls indicating alarm and courtship. They can also communicate the need to
keep the flock together and when they as individuals or as a community need to defend
their territory against other birds and predators. Birdcalls or birdsongs “have been called
‘nature’s music,’ but bird sounds are perhaps better described as nature’s language.”138
These books provide a guide in “how to listen [to] and visualize bird sound,” and in
doing this one can begin to understand the language of the bird itself. They explain that,
“birds can help remind us that we humans are not the only organisms on Earth capable of
complex social interaction, communication, drama, and even artistry.”139
This book not only shows us how to visualize the sounds of birds, but it also
details the way in which bird sounds are produced. The “sounds produced by a bird’s
vocal tract are called vocal sounds, or phonation, while those produced in other ways are
called nonvocal sounds, mechanical sounds, or sonations.” 140 The phonations and
sonations are all achieved through a bird’s vocal organ, the syrinx. As observed by
Messiaen, birds have extremely complex vocalizations for which the syrinx is
responsible. This unique vocal organ and its complex structure of muscles can allow a
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bird to produce a wide range of sounds. “In many species, the syrinx can produce two
independently controlled voices at one time, one from each lung” creating its own version
of polyphony.141

Figure 1. Syrinx
Because of this, the complexity of each bird and its vocalizations are extremely
difficult to discuss, as we can only make onomatopoetic suggestions in regard to the
sounds that we hear. The spectrogram offers the listener a way to see the sound and
analyze the sound through the use of a computer-generated graph of sound frequencies
across time.142 It measures the sound using kilohertz (kHz). This visualization can be read
left to right and is meant not to look for precision in pitch, but for how the pitch changes.
When looking at music we are guided by a set pitch as stated in the music, but birdsong is
guided by pitch shape, similar to the movable do solfege system, where the starting pitch
can change, but the relative shape of intervals stays the same. For example, a bird’s
typical call may resemble an arpeggio, so identification is based on the shape of these
generalized intervals rather than an orientation of specific pitch.
Birds communicate using a language that is rooted in the shape of sound, meaning
that individual birds from the same genus produce similar vocalizations, but each

141
142

Ibid., 4
Ibid., 6

48
individual bird retains an element of individualization which could include the use of
more non-vocal sounds, pitch centers and flourishes. The intricacies of birdsong cannot
always be captured by the human ear, but the spectrogram can provide a way to analyze
the shape of sound against the shape of Messiaen’s writing.
While we cannot go back in time to find the exact bird/s and/or the exact
circumstances in which Messiaen found and transcribed these particular birdsongs, we
can compare the general shapes of sound from both the bird and Messiaen’s written
music. An analysis of these shapes may tell us what le merle noir was saying, when it
was saying it, and why.
Birds of Europe a Field Guide,
Lars Svensson
This field guide provides us with the information needed to gain a better
understanding of the blackbird through a scientific description of what it looks like
(topography), where it lives, and if it has any migratory patterns. It discusses the
markings associated with its plumage alongside photographs for accurate identification.
Details surrounding the scientific meaning behind the Latin monikers are also explained.
They are comprised of two words. The first word indicates the genus or the
generic/general name and the second word denotes the species epithet. Together these
two words form the scientific name. There is also a third word that can be added to note a
sub species or sub race which are usually associated with geographical variations.
When it comes to describing birdsong, this book states that “rendering bird voices
in writing [is] inevitably…inexact and personal.”143 Birdsongs are detailed using an
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onomatopoetic dictation in the English language. It is important to note that the indicated
language used in these onomatopoetic translations is English, because there are not only
personal variations, but variations in the intrinsic linguistic fluctuations of sound in
regard to different spoken languages. So, while some sounds may be innate to the
language of French, the same linguistic nuances may not carry over to other languages.
This book was originally written in English and describes some key components
of general bird sound descriptions. “The choice sounds of consonants are meant to show
whether the sounds are hard or soft: ‘tic’ is sharper overall than ‘gip’, ‘kick’ has a harder
opening than ‘bick’. ‘z’ indicates a sharper and more ‘electric’, fizzing tone than ‘ts’.”144
These specific onomatopoetic sounds make it incredibly difficult to identify a bird based
on its sound alone. A bird watcher must rely heavily on what the bird looks like in order
for their identifications to be accurate, because there can be many discrepancies in
interpretation from person to person.
This field guide also exposes the abundance of birds that can be described as
black in the region of France. The jackdaw, chough, rook, carrion crow, raven, brownnecked raven, fantailed raven, house crow, Tristram’s starling, the common starling, and
the spotless starling are all birds that retain a mostly black color.
This book also points out that when making identifications it is important to note the
“contrast between bird and background” because weather and light can affect the overall
identification and lead to miscalculations.
The Sibley Field Guide to Birds of
Western North America, David
Allen Sibley
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If we look in the Sibley Field Guide we discover that in North America there are
again an abundance of black birds; red-winged blackbird (Agelaius phoeniceus,) common
grackle, Brewer’s blackbird, rusty blackbird, bronzed cowbird, European starling,
American crow, Northwestern crow and the common raven.145 The Eurasian blackbird
(Turdus merula) does not reside in North America. The most commonly associated birds
with the term ‘blackbird’ in North America are the common grackle or the Raven.
Neither of these species share behavior, habitat preferences, or birdsongs similar to that
of the Eurasian blackbird.
Messiaen wrote that “[the blackbird] surpasses the human imagination in
fantasy.”146 If we want to create a performance of Le merle noir that is informed by this
‘fantasy,’ then we must first find and learn about Messiaen’s merle.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

I will explore Le merle noir from a perspective that is representative of the
compositional techniques that Messiaen used and suggestive of their interpretations.
It is important to understand how this work was written as well as how one can
use its compositional elements to shape a performance. I will uncover these
compositional techniques and analyze them based on Messiaen’s own pedagogical
writing and provide evidence that will suggest particular interpretive ideas.
When approaching Le merle noir, there are questions that arise out of the
compositional methods that Messiaen used, such as: how does Messiaen’s use of
serialism, Greek rhythms, and Hindu deçi-tâlas relate to the “blackbird?,” and what are
the specifics in regard to the blackbird itself?
To answer these questions, I will provide an investigative analysis of each of
these compositional elements in order to process their connection with Messiaen’s
blackbird. I will identify Messiaen’s blackbird and construct a narrative that will provide
insight into its habitat, plumage, behavioral patterns, and vocalizations. After collecting
previously recorded birdcalls from the Eurasian blackbird (Turdus merula), the bird
vocalizations will then be converted into spectrograms in order to provide a new method
of visual and aural comparison of written music and birdsong. These graphs will facilitate
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a comparison of the vocalizations produced by the birds to Messiaen’s music. The
specific measures that will be explored are 1-8, and 44-53. Audio files of the birdsong
and the corresponding flute excerpts will also be included. This comparison will provide
a new perspective in the interpretation of Messiaen’s birdsongs.
Messiaen’s music was dominated by three elements: faith and dedication to
Catholicism, love (both human and ultimately divine), and nature - often represented by
birdsong.147 My hypothesis is that each of these three elements are represented in Le
merle noir. The intricacies involved in capturing these elements will provide a clearer
map to its interpretation and performance.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
Structure
Le merle noir is written in three clearly distinguished sections. Scholar Roger
Nichols confirms these distinctions and labels them as A A’ B, a structure which Tiana
Grise has also confirmed in her dissertation.148 David Kraft suggests that the form is
better described as A A’ Coda.149 The identification of a B section may indicate that all
new material is being explored, whereas in indicating a Coda new material is not
presented in its entirety, but explores previously presented material being treated in a new
way. I believe that both of these assessments ring true, depending on the perspective of
the analyzation, but for clarity I will refer to measures 83-125 as the Coda.
For the sake of understanding both the theoretical perspective of Messiaen’s
writing and the performer’s perspective of interpretation I would suggest that one could
also align the subsections within the larger forms of A and A’ to that of Recitative and
Aria. Table 1 indicates the measure numbers associated with each section.
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Table 1. Structural units of Le merle noir
Structural unit

Measure numbers

A

1-43

A’

44-82

Coda

83-125

The three recognized portions of the form (A, A’, Coda) can be broken up into six
distinct sections as seen in Table 2, another assertion that is confirmed by Grise and
Nichols.150 151
Table 2. Subdivided Structure of Le merle noir
Structural unit

Subsections

Measure numbers

A

Recitative

1-8

Aria

9-35

Coda

36-43

Recitative

44-53

Aria

54-82

Coda

83-90

A’

Coda

91-125

Both Grise and Nichols use the term “bird cadenza” to describe the freely written
sections in measures 1-8 and 44-53. We can see that the “bird cadenza” sections are of
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similar length and of similar character. They do not share the same melodic material in
the sense that there are repeated motifs. They are, however, both performed by the flute
alone. They also share the same ‘favoritism’ of notes, or as scholar Paul Griffiths would
call them, “motivic islands,” and bear the same musical indications of un peu vif, avec
fantaisie [a little lively, with fantasy].152 Avec fantasie implies musical freedom, which is
not indicated in any other section within the music. This portion of Le merle noir
parallels the way in which recitative is used alongside aria in oratorios and opera.
The first indicator in making this comparison is in the musical indication of un
peu vif, avec fantaisie. Messiaen implies musical freedom not only by including this
direction (avec fantaisie), but he also gives no metric indication. In an opera or an
oratorio score, similar actions are required when recitative is indicated, as rhythmic
freedom is assumed. This rhythmic freedom is often accompanied by the use of chords
which are commonly organized in a I-IV-V-I pattern. Le merle noir begins with a flurry
of notes in the piano ending on a sustained ‘A’. The flute starts on an ‘A’ in measure
three. The notes that Messiaen outlines in this section are A-D-F-A implying a similar IIV-vi-I pattern. The missing link in this comparison is in the inclusion of words.
Recitative relays “approximations of the effects of dramatic speech through pitch and
rhythm,” meaning that the words help to shape the accents and direction of the written
music.153 However, this section is based specifically on the song of the Eurasian
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blackbird. As I will seek to prove, birds communicate by using their vocalizations. This
section may very well be communicating words of some kind, but they are not words
known to humans, they are the vocalizations of birds.
Another similarity is that recitative is often followed by an aria. Here the fantasie
section is immediately followed by Presque lent, tendre [almost slow, tender] in both the
A and A’ sections whose melody is drawn from the ‘love theme’ found in the movement
Garden of Love’s Sleep from the Turangalîla-symphonie. An aria can be described as a
musically expressive solo vocal piece with accompaniment used within a larger form like
opera or oratorio. Within A and A’, from measure 8 to 9 and again from measure 53 to
54, there is a dramatic shift in character. In contrast to the previous section, the piano
joins the flute in a canonized melody, reminiscent of the handoff between recitative and
aria. The ‘aria’ sections in A and A’ share similar melodic material, but they differ in the
voices included in the rhythmic canon, a technique that will be explored separately. Each
aria section is followed by a short Codetta, which contains elements that Messiaen will
explore in the larger form’s Coda starting at measure 91.
The realization that this piece can be perceived in a recitative, aria form helps the
performer to more freely switch between the drastically changing characters indicated
while also adhering to the established form of A A’ Coda.
Dynamics
Messiaen was known to apply the techniques that he used in the treatment of his
rhythms to other aspects of his music. One of the five rhythmic orders that he describes,
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is “dynamic order – intensities, loud and soft sounds, crescendo and decrescendo, density
or number of simultaneous sounds.”154
Patterns in the indicated dynamics are present in Le merle noir, signifying the
presence of dynamic order. Messiaen uses both repeated patterns and non-retrogradable
dynamics (based on non-retrogradable rhythms - a rhythm that is the same when read left
to right as it is right to left.) The sections that are marked with fantasie have more
dynamic contrast, alluding to a free-singing bird.
The entrance of the flute in measure three is marked forte, followed by a double
forte and a piano. This dynamic pattern is repeated in measure four.
Another repeated dynamic pattern begins in measure five: double forte followed
by forte. The clarity of the repeat is somewhat blurred as the pattern does not follow the
same placement in regard to meter.
Measure 8 contains the next pattern which form non-retrogradable dynamics
(forte, double forte, forte). The last utterings of the flute marked at triple piano are
isolated from these patterns, adding to the striking contrast from the preceding flutter
tongue marked forte.
Messiaen uses these dynamic patterns again in the second statement of the
fantasie. These patterns are longer, reflecting the birdsong included in this section.
In measure 46, the first pattern (forte, forte, double forte, forte, forte) comprised of nonretrogradable dynamics, begins. Measure 51 and 52 both include repeated dynamic
patterns.
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It is important to look at the dynamic order Messiaen’s used, because the patterns
that he chose may suggest the shape and feel of particular phrases, distinguishing and
relating the different sections and characterizations of the music.
Tempo Markings
The tempo markings also follow a repeated pattern. The indications of Moderé, un
peu vif, avec fantasie, Presque lent, tendre, and Un peu vif are repeated as indicated in the
A and A’ sections. They are then followed by the final Vif of the Coda. The repeated
markings help to distinguish the two A sections and delineate the subsections included
within them. There are no subsections within the Coda. There is a single tempo marked
Vif at measure 91, which continues through the conclusion of the piece.
Rhythmic Patterns
As Oliver Messiaen considered himself a ‘rythmicist,’ it is important to look to
some of his recurring rhythmic inclusions in his compositions.155
Added Value
One of Messiaen’s many innovative contributions to rhythm is the invention of
added value. His added values are often notated by the inclusion of a (+) above or below
the indicated rhythm. From the “fertile imagination of Olivier Messiaen, [comes] added
value; an otherwise simple rhythmic pattern [altered] by the addition of a short duration
in the form of a dot, a note or a rest.”156 This innovation stems from Messiaen’s studies in
ancient Greek and Hindu rhythms. These ancient rhythmic patterns are not tied to
standard classical time signatures and convey different aesthetics dependent on their
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configuration. Alongside his studies, Messiaen felt that music represented by repeated
rhythmic durations, such as marches, were not rhythmic at all, as they were devoid of
change. His philosophy was that “duration of self is continuous change, not divisible into
equal parts.”157 His innovation of added value may have materialized out of these ideas as
a way to thwart strict rhythmic duration.
While the indication of (+) is not present in Le merle noir, added values are
present. They can be better understood when compared directly to Ancient Greek
rhythms and the Hindu deçi-tâlas that Messiaen studied.
Hindu Rhythm
In Traité de rythme de couleur, et d’ornithologie, Messiaen details all 120 deçitâlas written in the Samgîta-Ratnâkara by Çarnagadeva. These rhythms are based on the
use of the mâtrâ, “which designates the unified value and always equals one eighth note
or short duration.”158 The “bird cadenzas” or the fantasies are followed by subsections
indicated as Presque lent, tendre. These sections, in contrast to the “bird cadenzas”,
feature metered time and melody. These melodies and their accompanying rhythms are
found in measures 9-35. The same melodies and rhythms are used again in the second
subsection of A’, measures 54-82, with the added element of canon. The rhythms in these
sections can be deconstructed to match rhythms found within the Hindu deçi-tâlas.
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The first rhythm that aligns with a deçi-tâla is on the downbeat of measure 9, a
dotted eighth note. When analyzed as a single note, it can be attributed to the seventy
fourth deçi-tâla Laghuçekhara, which Messiaen translates to “light crown.”159
The following five eighth notes are then grouped together to form the five eighth
notes (mâtrâs) of the Gaurî. The Gaurî, or “the white one” is a name that is associated
with the shakti of Shiva - a Hindu God. Shiva is one of three Gods responsible for the
creation, transformation and destruction of the known universe.160 The shakti is said to be
his power of manifestation,” which “is a frightening goddess who wears a collar of
human heads (symbolizing the energy which destroys the imperfections of man). Under
the name of Gaurî, “she is young and beautiful…and gives abundantly.”161 In Hindu
sculpture, Shiva is often represented dancing the “cosmic dance” with one pair of legs
and two pairs of arms.” 162
Messiaen states that “when Shiva and his shakti, both enclosed in the circles of
the Tândava (the cosmic dance) dance together, the two pairs of Shiva’s arms added to
his shaktis unique pair of arms and to their two respective pairs of legs, equal five pairs,”
which Messiaen felt were represented by the five note group. “Five is Shiva’s number,
and consequently, the number of his shakti.”163
The next tâla is comprised of one sixteenth note followed by two eighth notes.
This grouping can be attributed to the Triputa, which means “folded in three.” When

159

Ibid., 325
“Shiva,” https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/hinduism/deities/shiva.shtml
(2009).
161
Baggech, Traité de Rythme, 337
162
Ibid., 324
163
Ibid., 338
160

61
writing about this particular deçi-tâla, Messiaen points out that it is the same as the Greek
rhythm of Bacchius, which is comprised of one short and two longs, or in modern
notation, one quarter note and two half notes. By diminution, the Bacchius is the same as
the deçi-tâla, Triputa - one sixteenth and two eighth notes.
The last note in measure ten is a second dotted eighth note, bookending the Gaurî
and the Triputa with the repeated Laghuçekhara. Each of these deçi-tâlas are
complimentary and expose a layer of symbolism that can be used in the interpretation of
Le merle noir. The Laghuçekhara, whose symbol is a crown, begins the phrase, followed
by the Gaurî, representing the positive powers of creation yielded by the god Shiva.
Shiva, being one of the three major Hindu Gods, can again be symbolized as one of the
three folds of the Triputa. The Laghuçekhara, the tâla meaning “crown,” is repeated,
concluding the first segment and reaffirming the spirituality that is contained within the
rhythmic features of this composition.
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Ex. 4.1. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 9, and Laghuçekhara.164

Ex. 4.2. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 9, and Gaurî.

Ex. 4.3. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 10, and Triputa.
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Figure 2. Shiva and Shakti
The first five notes in measure 15 form a group that can be attributed to a deçitâla. Like the Gauri this rhythm includes five notes, but the inclusion of a sixteenth note
attributes it to the Simha, which means lion. The Simha is followed by Gajalîla the
eighteenth tâla which translates to “the game of the elephant.”165 The elephant is an
important symbol in India as the representation of Ganesha, one of the Hindu Gods, is an
elephant. The end of the word, lîla translates to “the divine game,” which also occupies a
deçi-tâla of its own name. The "Gajalîla with its last value being too long reproduces the
heavy gait of the elephant.”166 Messiaen also states that “perhaps it [the Gajalîla]
represents enlightenment…this assemblage of note-values must contain a magic spell.”
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The lion and the elephant with its large heavy feet are perhaps engaged in “the divine
game” itself.

Ex 4.4. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 15, and Simha.

Ex. 4.5. Messiaen, Le merle noir, mm. 16-17, and Gajalîla.167
In measure 23, the first two eighth notes correspond with two metrons, the
measure of time used in Greek rhythm, forming the Pyrrhic or Pariamb meter. This
meter is one of the first and most basic of the Greek rhythms. The next four notes can be
attributed to a repeated Iamb or Ratî. The Iamb is a Greek rhythm consisting of two
values, short-long, or using musical notation, quarter note - half note. In Messiaen’s
writings on the deçi-tâlas, he bridges the similarities of the Iamb with the deçi-tâla known
as the Ratî. The Ratî is formed as an eighth note followed by a quarter note. In Le merle
noir, the rhythm is an eighth note followed by a sixteenth note, which through diminution
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forms the same pattern of short-long. The Iamb is a representation of the human heart
beat, and the Ratî is representative of love.
The next group of notes found in measure 25 form Simha, the lion. This Simha is
slightly different from the previous Simha in that the placement of the sixteenth note is
found on the fourth note rather than the second. Messiaen describes this particular version
of the Simha as being the product of “The principle of the added value with
displacement.”168 The Laghuçekhara, a dotted eighth note (another rhythm we have
previously encountered with the translation of ‘light crown’), follows the Simha. In this
phrase the three topics with which Messiaen felt a deep connection (love, nature, and
God) appear.

Ex. 4.6. Messiaen, Le merle noir, mm. 23-24, Greek Iamb, and Rati.169
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Ex. 4.7. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 25, and Simha.170
The next phrase in this section begins in measure 27, in what appears to be one
measure or motif repeated in the subsequent measure. In comparing the deçi-tâlas to this
repeated pattern, shorter rhythms are revealed that when grouped together, form one
longer phrase.
The first five notes form the Gaurî, a tâla that has previously been discussed.
Next, there are two versions of the Simha, followed by Dvitîyai. The Dvitîyai is the
second tâla where it is noted as translating to “the second.” The second through the fifth
tâlas translate to their numbered order, with one, the Aditâla, representing not just the
numeric number of one, but the “the root of the tâlas.”171 The word “root” for Messiaen
represents creation, for which he states, “that there is not really a before and after Time,
since without Time, the before and the after would not exist, but…Eternity is totally
separate from Time and the Created, God alone is eternal.”172 The Dvitîyai comes after
the “root” thus beginning Time.
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Ex. 4.8. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 27, and Gaurî.173

Ex. 4.9. Messiaen, Le merle noir, mm. 27-28, and Simha.

Ex. 4.10. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 28, and Simha.
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Ex. 4.11. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 28, and Dvitîyai.174
Measure twenty-nine begins with a rest, but mimics the melodic pattern found in
measures twenty-seven and twenty-eight. The rest displaces time, therefore forming
different rhythmic patterns. These new patterns indicate different deçi-tâlas. The first five
notes in the flute part form the Gaurî, and the following three notes form the Lîla implying “action, movement, and rhythm.”175 Messiaen states that, “the game of the
Mother, of the fundamental shakti, is Lîla.”176 These rhythms coupled together suggest
the cosmic dance or the divine game of Shiva and his shakti.

Ex. 4.12. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 29, and Gaurî .
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Ex. 4.13. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 29, and Lîla.177
Greek Rhythm
Greek rhythms use the idea of combining long and shorts in reference to duration
of sound. Messiaen uses these rhythms throughout his compositions, but in the case of Le
merle noir he uses what he views as the most important of these rhythms. In measures 31,
32, 77, 78, and 79, a quarter note is written, followed by a half note. This particular
rhythm can be attributed to the Iamb in the “Table of Greek Rhythms.”178 Messiaen states
that, “this is the best known and the most important of Greek rhythms…It imitates the
beating of the human heart.” 179 The first quarter note is the “contraction” and the half
note is the “suspension” of the heartbeat. 180 “This invention is attributed to the poetess
Iambus and comes from her Greek name: Iambos. Another etymology: iapto: to yearn, to
hurl oneself – no doubt because of the hurling of the short towards the long.” 181
In measure 30, and measure 76, preceding the Iamb, there is an eighth note
followed by a half note in the flute part. This rhythm cannot be found exactly as it is
written within the represented Greek rhythms in the Traité de rythme de couleur, et
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d’ornithologie, but it can be found in the deçi-tâlas as the Ratî, which translates to love. It
is in Messiaen’s discussion of this tâla that he connects the Ratî to the Iamb, representing
the human heartbeat, for which Messiaen states “Now, the heart is the symbol of love.”182
This is particularly useful when making interpretive decisions, because
Messiaen’s own definitions inform the performer of exactly where the emphasis belongs
and what the emotional context should be.
Canon
The canon gained a renewed popularity in the twentieth century. Messiaen
embraced the canon and used it in several of his works. He took the traditional form of
the canon, where the elements of melody and rhythm are both canonized, and he would
only canonize the rhythm. Instead of starting the canonized voices or parts on matching
rhythmic values, he would offset the rhythm directly upon its realization, creating the
effect that the canonized voices are performing in different places in time. The voices are
inherently offset and the added value itself contributes to its unsteady feel. His rhythmic
canon bypasses the tradition of rhythmic unity, creating a feeling of unrest and impending
resolution.
Messiaen employs this technique in the A’ section. In measure 54, the right hand
of the piano begins by playing the melody previously presented in measure 9, however,
instead of repeating this melody, the flute joins the piano in canon on the last sixteenth
note of the measure. The last note in the piano part is an eighth note. The engagement of
the flute creates a rhythmic uneasiness, as the canon is then ten sixteenth notes apart.
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In measure 60, the piano begins the second phrase while the flute holds a
shortened resolution concluding its first phrase. The flute then enters the second phrase
on the second sixteenth note of measure 61, displacing the melody by six sixteenth notes
which continues through measure 71.
The third phrase is again offset. The right hand of the piano begins on the
downbeat of measure 73. The entrance of the left hand is one eighth note later followed
by the entrance of the flute. It is in this measure, that Messiaen forms a short three-voice
canon concluding at the end of measure 74.
Messiaen creates a feeling of uneasiness with this canon, as the instruments never
quite align in time. Measure 75 begins with a rest, which could represent a sigh of relief,
followed by the flute repeating the motif first stated in measure 27.
Serialism, Color & Atmosphere
Messiaen also uses serialism in Le merle noir, a discovery that Grise details in her
dissertation, The illusion of chaos: The compositional structure of Olivier Messiaen’s Le
merle noir. The Coda is both melodically and rhythmically serialized. Grise also points to
the first measure where the piano seemingly performs a quick, and ultimately sustained
chromatic scale and asserts that this scale is in fact the tone row that Messiaen uses in the
Coda.
After the composition Le merle noir, Messiaen abandoned serialism and turned
his focus to birdsong. Serialism may function not only as a compositional tool in this case
but may also be alluding to Messiaen’s synesthesia.
Messiaen talks extensively about the vibrant colors and patterns that he associates
with his color chords and modes of limited transposition. When discussing the first
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transposition of Mode 2, he states that he sees “violet rocks speckled with tiny gray
cubes, cobalt blue, deep Prussian blues, highlighted by a bit of violet-purple, gold, red,
ruby and stars of mauve, black and white”. 183 His vivid descriptions are immensely
important when looking at Messiaen’s association of color and sound, because for
Messiaen, serialism is black.
He felt that serialism stripped away the resonance of the music, stating, “without
resonance, only a feeling of blackness remains.”184 In this quote he is speaking to a
feeling of blackness, but he in fact not only feels blackness, he sees blackness as well.
Messiaen states that, “the serial language itself is not unsettling-it is black! I see it
without coloration. Always black, gray, black, gray.”185 Serialism in not without color, it
is “colored because, driven by my love of color, I hear [it] as color.”186 Serialism is black.
The Coda, having been written using serialism, abandons the technique of
transcription used in the ‘bird cadenza’ sections. Instead Messiaen embraces the color of
the bird itself through his inclusion of serialism. The opening statement carried only by
the piano has been described by Nichols as “piano atmosphere.”187 The atmosphere is
perhaps more specific. When Messiaen would go out into nature to transcribe birds, he
mentions that the best time to hear them sing is at dawn and dusk. As we hear this
atmospheric statement, it is followed by an empty measure, allowing the piano’s
sustained resonance to linger. It is after this statement that we hear the birdsong. This
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alludes to the idea that Messiaen was creating the atmosphere of early morning, for if it
was night, we would hear the bird first. Messiaen also mentions the best time for
listening, stating, “the most beautiful and abundant songs are found early in the morning,
at dawn, around 5:30 am.”188 In order for one to be settled with pencil and paper awaiting
the early morning vocalizations of the birds, it would have to be dark. The opening
statement is atmospheric because Messiaen uses serialism. It is “black, gray, black, gray,”
creating a visualization of darkness changing to light.189 An interpretation of this section
could include the idea of darkness transforming to day, alongside the vocalizations of
birds, or because of Messiaen’s deep connection to Catholicism, that through the
darkness, God brings light. This realization adds an intriguing layer to understanding and
interpreting Messiaen’s Le merle noir.
Catholicism & Naturalism
Messiaen was dedicated to his religion. As his parents were not religious, Samuel
asked Messiaen what moment in his life led him to Catholicism. Messiaen replied, “I’ve
always been a believer, pure and simple.”190 Messiaen felt that birds were the closest
creatures to God, so it is without doubt that Messiaen’s fascination was not only with the
birds themselves, but also with what they represented.
Discovery of Turdus merula
Le merle noir translates directly to the blackbird. There are many black birds in
the world and to discover the true blackbird of Messiaen we can look again at his own

188

Messiaen, Traité de Rythme, Tome V, Volume I and II
Samuel, Olivier Messiaen: Music and Color, 241
190
Ibid., 16
189

74
words. “The first bird everyone knows, the blackbird, the famous blackbird with a yellow
beak, encountered not only in the countryside but, today, also in our [cities and] parks”191
This blackbird with a yellow beak, is the Eurasian blackbird, Turdus merula.
To interpret Messiaen’s birdsongs we must understand the bird that is creating them. The
factors that are included in field guides should be considered in the portrayal of the
blackbird, such as its habitat, abundance, taxonomy, and behavior.
Because of Messiaen’s descriptions of blackbirds, we know that we are looking
specifically for the Eurasian blackbird or Turdus merula. This bird is abundant
throughout Europe making its habitat dependent on where it was specifically observed. In
Messiaen’s Traité de rythme, de couleur, et d’ornithologie, he dedicates a portion of
Tome V on ornithology to the ‘merle noir’, speaking to the specifics of the city bird
versus the bird in the park.192
The blackbirds that live in the mountains migrate a short distance down to escape
the cold, but birds that live in the more temperate portions of France stay where they are.
The species as a whole does not travel a great distance for the purpose of breeding, so it
may be possible that one could hear the same individual bird on different occasions. They
prefer to breed in the area in which they are found, so if one observes a Eurasian
blackbird in Paris it is likely that it will stay in Paris for the duration of its life. Their lack
of migration may be a factor in its solitary behavior as birds that migrate long distances
necessitate a flock. As this bird is not a flocking bird they are often observed alone.
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According to the Birds of Europe, the Turdus merula “has a rich repertoire.”193
The onomatopoetic descriptions of its general repertoire consists of a low ‘pok,’ a ‘tsiih’
or ‘chack-ack-ack-ack’ when its agitated, and a ‘pli-pli-pli’ alongside a crescendo when it
is sounding an alarm.194 “Its song is well known for its melodic, mellow tone, a clear,
loud fluting (almost in a major key) at a slow tempo and on a wide, often sliding scale,
with a soft twitter appended.”195 The phrases are considered short as it sings them in
bursts of 3-5 seconds.
In the winter the Turdus merula can be described as having dark brown plumage,
and the juvenile bird has a dark beak. It is in the spring, the breeding season, when the
vibrancy behind the dark brown feathers turns to a bright black, strengthening its yellow
beak and yellow eyes. These distinguishing features coincide with their most prolific
singing season: spring, a time when Messiaen was sure to seek out their song. He was
aware of their color when he was composing, and he was aware of their behavior.
In an effort to better characterize the Turdus merula one must have an accurate
model to mimic. In France, the Turdus merula is referred to as the common blackbird. In
field guides, along with its Latin name, its English name is the Eurasian blackbird. The
common blackbird of France and the common blackbird of North American are not the
same bird. Each carries its own distinct behaviors and sociological associations. In North
America, the “blackbird” carries a long tradition of being associated with ominous
feelings, darkness, and bad omens. In France, the common blackbird is in fact closer to
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the ideals and representations of the American Robin; as noted in Birds of Europe, the
Robin can be found in similar habitats such as gardens and parks in Europe and their
“behavior [is] much like a blackbird.”196
The American Robin (Turdus migratorius) shares more similarities to the
Eurasian blackbird than any other blackbird species found in the United States. Although
it is not black in its coloration it does come from the same family and genus of the Turdus
merula. The Eurasian blackbird is a solitary bird and resides in urban and rural areas. Its
sound belongs to the soundscape of Europe and is recognizable in several localities.
Messiaen refers to the sound of the blackbird as joyous several times and the bird that
most closely represents those ideals is the American Robin. It is portrayed in movies and
literature as a happy spring bird that signals the beginning of a seasonal renewal. It’s
famous for its jovial hopping and is associated with foraging for worms. These traits are
shared with the Eurasian blackbird. Worms are a main food source for both birds, so their
gait when hunting these worms is quite similar. They hop to mimic the sound of
raindrops falling on the topsoil, a sound that sends worms upward, and having been
coaxed to the surface, the Eurasian blackbird and the American Robin have obtained their
meal. The American Robin does flock during migration, a characteristic that it does not
share with the Eurasian blackbird. But the overall feeling associated with these two birds
in their respective habitats is incredibly similar.
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Birdsong Analysis
According to Stefan Kostka, we should seek to “analyze the music by the way it
sounds, not by the way it looks.”197 The spectrogram as introduced by Nathan Pieplow,
will be used to compare the birdsong of Turdus merula to the musical score of Le merle
noir.
In order to investigate the vocalizations of birds, we must first define the terms
associated with these sounds. The “sounds produced by a bird’s vocal tract are called
vocal sounds, or phonations, while those produced in other ways are called non-vocal
sounds, mechanical sounds, or sonations.”198 Sonations are sounds that occur outside of
the syrinx, the vocal organ of the bird. These sounds are associated with physical
movement related to the plumage, air cavities within the bird, and the beak. The sounds
that I will be exploring exclusively deal with phonation, sounds produced by the syrinx.
In ornithological studies, these phonations are discussed in terms of birdsong and
birdcall. According to W. H. Thorpe, the developer of the criteria used to distinguish
between birdsong and birdcall, “Songs tend to be complex, learned, and given principally
by males in prolonged bouts during the breeding season to establish territory and attract a
mate, calls tend to be simple, innate and used by both sexes in more general
contexts…Ultimately, drawing the line between songs and calls is a matter of personal
judgement.”199
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When analyzing phonation, separation of segments or motifs is required. The
motif will be defined as a sequence of notes separated from others by a short pause. A
phrase is then indicated by the birds use of a larger break between sounds, often starting
on the same generalized pitch as the previous phrase.
When analyzing and comparing the phonations of Turdus merula to Messiaen’s
Le merle noir, I found overlapping patterns in phrasing, tempo, motivic structure, and
pitch centers.
Spectrogram
The spectrogram can be read left to right with the low notes appearing at the
bottom of the graph and the high notes on top. The pitch markings can be read vertically
and horizontally. The duration of sound is indicated horizontally, while the sound’s
inclusion of partials or harmonics can be read vertically. Pieplow notes that the anatomy
of the bird contributes to differences in harmonics heard in different species of birds.
These harmonic frequencies are a consequence of multiple frequencies produced
simultaneously by the bird; a phenomenon not always audible to the human ear. The
spectrogram shows us these partials. For example, if one sound produces a variety of
partials, the fundamental sound will appear darker, with the partials indicated lighter
above or below the fundamental sound.
Spectrogram analysis
In order to understand the exactness of Messiaen’s transcriptions, one must return
to the originator, Turdus merula. After reviewing a multitude of birdsongs produced by
Turdus merula, I have extracted the examples that showcase the clearest similarities. It is
important to note that these examples and comparisons are not exact, as one cannot find
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and hear the individual bird or birds that Messiaen may have transcribed. What I have
found are various representations highlighting similarities in melodic structure and
rhythmic structure.
The first comparison uses an excerpt from measure 3. I found three motifs from
three different birds that share aural similarities with the musical example found in
example 4.14a. The aural examples were then converted into three spectrograms,
allowing for both visual and aural comparison. The sound that reveals the fundamental
appears in the color orange or red. The partials are indicated vertically in a color closer to
teal or green. When looking at the shapes of intervals we can see that the three
spectrograms share an overall likeness with the example from Le merle noir.
In example 4.14b the fundamental sounds are bright and wide, having very few
partials indicated. Example 4.14c has clearer fundamental sounds marked. There are
more and louder partials indicated vertically, and the sounds appear closer together,
meaning that they are faster. Example 4.14d has fewer partials, wider sounds and clear
fundamentals. Although the birdsongs share an aural similarity, by comparing the
spectrogram examples we can see that there is variation in speed, variation in timbre, and
variation in dynamic between the individual birds.
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Ex. 4.14a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m.3.200

Ex. 4.14b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC
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Ex. 4.14c. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
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Ex. 4.14d. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
Below, I have included the same examples, but I have enlarged the spectrograms
to show only where the fundamental pitches are and have marked those fundamentals in
red. They have also been stretched horizontally for better comparison. The motif shown
in example 4.14a (measure 3) is reflective of the shape and spacing of the intervals shown
in the spectrograms.
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Ex. 4.14b. Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Example 4.14c. Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Example 4.14d. Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
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Example 4.15a (measure 4) shares similarities in shape of intervals and rhythmic
durations with the spectrogram indicated in Example 4.15b. The first five notes are
slurred and followed by two higher notes. This spectrogram also indicates similar ideas of
space. The first green mark to appear on the spectrogram is longer and wider and is
clearly separated by a small space in sound to the second, faster and shorter sound.

Ex. 4.15a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 4.201

Ex.4.15b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC
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Ex. 4.15b. Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
In example 4.16a (measure 4), there is a motif that includes five staccato notes.
The spectrogram in example 4.16b indicates five staccato sounds produced by Turdus
merula. These sounds match the duration and shape of the intervals included in
Messiaen’s writing.

Ex. 4.16a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m.4.202

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC
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Ex. 4.16b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Example 4.17b provides a look at a series of short phonations used to create one
small motif. This motif is comparable to the beginning of measure five as shown in
example 4.17b. There are no spaces indicated in either the written music or the
spectrogram.

Ex. 4.17a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 5.203

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC
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Ex. 4.17b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
Examples 4.18b and 4.18c are representative of the three notes indicated in
example 4.18a (measure 5). In example 4.18b there are three fundamental phonations
represented. There are many partials included in these phonations as indicated by the
vertical markings. In example 4.18c, the three fundamentals are not as clear, but the
overall phonation does follow the upward motion of the musical example. The timbre of
the phonation is slightly clearer in sound because of the lack of partials in the phonation
of this particular bird.
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Ex. 4.18a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 5.204

Ex. 4.18b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC
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Ex. 4.18c. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
Example 4.19b shares similarities with example 4.19a from Le merle noir. The
intervallic shapes line up and the space that is used to separate the two parts of the larger
motif indicated in example 4.19a is also shared.
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Ex. 4.19a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 7.205

Ex. 4.19b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
Examples 4.20b and 20c both indicate the phonation associated with a trill in the
birdsong of Turdus merula. In the flute part of Le merle noir the trill is transcribed by
indicating a flatterzunge [flutter tongue]. This particular musical marking is not meant
only to showcase the versatility of flutist, but the versatility of the Turdus merula. The
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spectrograms show that Messiaen’s inclusion of the flutter tongue functioned as a tool to
more accurately transcribe the phonations of the bird he was listening to.
The trills are indicated on the spectrograms as long, thinly spaced phonations.
Each of these examples uses a different level of partial included in the phonation of the
trill. The way in which the trill is approached is similar in each example. The phonation
begins on a longer, lower fundamental note with few partials, followed by the higher trill
which is inclusive of more partials. Example 4.20b indicates an attachment of sound to
the end of the trill, perhaps represented by the triple pianissimo chromatic scale at the end
of the flutter tongue indicated in the music.

Ex. 4.20a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 8.206

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC
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Ex. 4.20b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Ex. 4.20c. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
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The end of the avec fantasie in the A section of Le merle noir ends with the
introduction of the flutter tongue. The first measure of the avec fantasie in the A’ section,
shown in example 4.21a, also uses this technique. There are similarities in the shapes
presented in example 4.21b and 4.21c. The trills are longer than the previous examples
and the phonations used to the approach the trills are captured in the musical excerpt.

Ex. 4.21a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 46.207

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC

207

94

Ex. 4.21b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Ex. 4.21c. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
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There are again intervallic similarities shown in example 4.22b alongside a small
motif located in measure 47, shown in example 4.22a. The phonation shown in the
spectrogram is a repeated motif. Although this motif is repeated by the bird, the duration
of sounds and the inclusion of partials vary.

Ex. 4.22a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 47.208

Ex. 4.22b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC
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The musical excerpt from measure 49, shown in example 4.23a, is closely related
to the phonations indicated in example 4.23b. The musical excerpt can be divided into
three distinct groups of notes, matching the relationship of time between phonations
indicated in example 4.23b. The rise and fall of pitch is similar within each of the three
groups. The last two groups are slightly different in rhythm in the musical excerpt and
include wider spacing of intervals. The differences in rhythm and intervals are
represented not only by space between the phonations, but also the inclusion of
fundamentals being presented in the sound as indicated by the orange and red colorations.

Ex. 4.23a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 49.

Ex. 4.23b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
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There are three examples that highlight the differences represented within the
phonations of birdsongs. Example 4.24b indicates a clearer sound than that of 4.24c and
4.24d. The spectrogram included as example 4.24c is visually closer to the representation
of trills indicated in examples 4.20a and 4.21a. The inclusion of the red coloration
implies that there are fundamentals or notes represented in the phonations happening at a
very fast rate of speed. The shape of the intervals is similar to the musical excerpt found
in measure 50 indicated in example 4.24a.

Ex. 4.24a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m.50.209

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
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Ex. 4.24b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Ex. 4.24c. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
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Ex. 4.24d. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
Example 4.25b, shown alongside the musical example 4.25a, from measure 51,
highlights another example of intervallic similarity between the written work of Messiaen
and the phonations of one bird.

Ex. 4.25a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 51.210

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC
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Ex. 4.25b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
Aurally, examples 4.26b and 4.26c are very similar representations of the written
music. This motif can be heard in the birdsong of many different individuals of the
Turdus merula species, but the variations included in each birdsong across the species, as
well as in the individual itself is seemingly infinite. In example 4.26b, one can see that
the motif is repeated twice. There is a wide space between the different representations of
the motif and each of the representations is slightly different in dynamic, duration, and
inclusion of partials. In example 4.26c, the dynamics and durations are more similar, but
the space between each motif is closer together, resulting in faster speed between the
repeat. The spectrogram represented in 4.26c is also strikingly more colorful,
representing the inclusion of partials within the phonations of the bird.
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Ex. 4.26a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 52.211

Ex. 4.26b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
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Ex. 4.26c. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
The last motif in the A’ section is shown in example 4.27a, measure 53 and is
comparable to the spectrogram used for example 4.27b. There is a soft downward
chromatic scale followed by a short pause and two quiet notes in the upper register. In
example 4.27b, there is a blur of sound indicated horizontally followed by a space and
two distinct markings in phonation separated by a small space, matching the shape of the
musical notation. The markings on the spectrogram are almost entirely marked in blue
asserting that the sounds made by the bird are quiet, like its musical counterpart.
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Ex. 4.27a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 53. 212

Ex. 4.27b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
Copyright ©1952 Alphonse Leduc Editions Musicales, Paris
Copyright Renewed - All Rights Reserved - International Copyright Secured
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Examples 4.28b and 4.28c are similar in their intervallic shapes to that of measure
124-125 as shown in example 4.28a, the last two measures of Le merle noir. Each of
these examples shows an overall upward motion in pitch. These examples show a variety
of partials used in the phonations between each bird, but the phonations begin on the
same generalized pitch. Upon closer inspection, the intervallic shape is almost identical to
the written score. In the examples noted as “details,” I have marked in red the
fundamentals and linked them together to better illustrate this connection. The rate of
speed and partial inclusion are varied, but the shape of sound is the same.

Ex. 4.28a. Messiaen, Le merle noir, m. 125. 213

Le Merle Noir by Oliver Messiaen
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Ex. 4.28b. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Ex. 4.28b. Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
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Ex. 4.28c. Spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.

Ex. 4.28c. Enhanced spectrogram of bird vocalization from Turdus merula.
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General Observations and Similarities
When comparing the birdsong of Turdus merula to Le merle noir, both aurally
and visually through the use of spectrogram, there are striking similarities.
The first similarity is in regard to length of phrase construction. In the Birds of
Europe field guide, Turdus merula is described as having short phrases that are about
three to five seconds in length. This observation can be confirmed by listening to the
birdsongs produced by Turdus merula. The durational construction of phrases is
mimicked by Messiaen’s usage and placement of bar lines in Le merle noir. Each
measure is about 3-5 seconds long.
Within the length of the phrase lies another similarity in construction of the parts
of the phrase. When listening to the birdsong of Turdus merula, one can observe that
most phrases are constructed using two parts, perhaps best indicated using ‘a’ and ‘b.’
The ‘a’ section often begins focused on a particular pitch and is guided by one motif.
The original version of the motif is impossible to distinguish because one can never
observe when the bird started. The ‘a’ section is repeated at the beginning of every phrase
with what seems to be unlimited variation. The ‘b’ section of every phrase is rarely the
same. It functions alone and doesn’t necessarily relate to the ‘a’ section. A musical form,
the rondo (ab ac ad ae) is similar in its construction, however the bird always varies ‘a.’
Knowing that Turdus merula forms its phrases this way, we must compare it to what
Messiaen writes. Le merle noir’s phrases are written with the same phrase construction as
Turdus merula. Each individual bird has a different take on the specific components of
the phrases, but the phrases are almost always constructed the same. In looking to Turdus
merula we have uncovered a possible reason for Messiaen including bar lines. These bar
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lines indicate the phrases as sung by Turdus merula. Messiaen also follows the same
rules of phrase construction by dividing the phrase into two groups, ‘a’ and ‘b.’
Another observation is in Messiaen’s ‘pitch favoritism.’ The ‘a’ section of
Turdus merula’s phonations often focus on a specific pitch or group of pitches. For
example, the bird may favor in order A, E, and G. The birdsong would have varying ways
of outlining these pitches, but the order and general pitch would stay the same. Both
Grise and Griffiths detail the inclusion of ‘pitch favoritism’ in Le mere noir, but by
listening to the birds, we can determine that the birdsong of Turdus merula is central to
the idea of ‘pitch favoritism’ in this piece.
In terms of tempo, the birds maintain a given pulse for each motif. A particular
bird does not vary the speed in which it sings, but instead varies the silences or pauses
between phrases. Messiaen indicates rests to differentiate between different motifs within
the sections and between phrases. These rests should be treated as part of the music, just
as Turdus merula would when it produces its phonations. These phonations include a
variety of sounds that range from single notes and trills to notes including as many
different variations in partial inclusion as that of the song itself. Its phrases are built using
these phonations and are without any exact replications.
As mentioned earlier, the form of Le merle noir is A A’ B. The A sections both
begin with an avec fantasie, which are exclusively dedicated to birdsong, but there are
variances between the two that have led to the second section being labeled A’. After
further examination the avec fantasie included in A’ appears to be an elaboration of first
fantasie presented in A. The second fantasie has longer phrases and more elaborated
motifs, which are presented in the first fantasie. These attributes could symbolize the
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aging of the bird, because as Messiaen mentions, Turdus merula adds to its repertoire as
it gets older. Time has passed from A to A’ allowing the song to mature, just as Turdus
merula would in nature.
Performance Recommendations
“Their melodic contours, those of merles especially surpass the human
imagination of fantasy.”214 In the western classical tradition, fantasy, when applied to
flute music, often implies the use of musical tools such as vibrato, tempo fluctuation via
rubato and accelerando and allowances in deviation from pulse. In regard to the
production of fantasie as it applies to the birdsong of Turdus merula, one should instead
apply freedoms to the timbre of sound, duration of the rests, and the characterization of
each motif within the larger phrases as indicated by the bar lines within the music.
This perspective on the idea of avec fantasie brings us closer to an informed
performance. Instead of being guided by the term, we are then guided by the blackbird
itself. This allows one to consider ideas that would not necessarily become apparent
without a thorough investigation of Messiaen’s blackbird. With Turdus merula as a
guide, new musical interpretations and musical choices arise. As we consider the rests,
we are now open to the idea that one must address an individualized characterization of
silence and its effect on each measured phrase. Turdus merula does not use vibrato in its
birdsongs but does widely vary its quality and depth of sound using partials and
harmonics. Instead of vibrato the flutist should now consider their use of harmonics in
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their sound. Turdus merula does not vary the tempo within each stated motif, as each
motif within the larger phrase has a defined pulse. This allows experimentation of pulse
in regard to the motif itself. The relationship of the pulse as it relates to each motif can be
explored, while also allowing experimentation with pulse between motifs within the
larger phrases. The relationship of similar motifs across the fantasie sections can also be
explored.
I have included audio files of each spectrogram as well as recordings of the
corresponding flute excerpts. Examples 29-33 have been curated to best represent the
overall birdsong of Turdus merula.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
Messiaen was dedicated to birds. He transcribed their songs and then painted a
picture with music to represent them. He not only included their vocalizations, but also
sought to transcribe and illustrate a true representation of the whole bird. He captured the
aural intricacies of each bird, including Turdus merula, while also capturing the essence
of the bird itself; the feathers, the beak, the eyes, its habitat, and the atmosphere in which
Messiaen heard it were all considered in his inclusion of birds in his music.
For the performer it is important not only to be guided by an analysis in how the
music was created, but also in how the music is interpreted. One must seek different
vantage points from which new materials and ideas can be discovered. In the process of
uncovering these new vantage points in Le merle noir, different angles of interpretation
have been exposed.
Messiaen would say that “a musician is inevitably a rythmicist; if not he does not
merit the title of musician.”215 The musician must then know the various contexts of
rhythm that Messiaen employed. The ancient Greek rhythms and the Hindu deçi-tâlas are
greatly important when exploring the rhythmic intricacies of Le merle noir.
When speaking about the piano, Messiaen felt that “the timbre doesn’t come from
the instrument but from the player. So, it’s [the piano] as expressive as the player is.” 216
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With this assertion the performer is bound to not only to express themselves, but also the
composer. The timbre of the Eurasian blackbird must be considered, as well as the timbre
of the time of day in which it may be heard. The colors that Messiaen saw should be
considered and his relationship with love and God should also find themselves
represented.
In Messiaen’s interviews with Samuel, they discussed the three overarching
themes in his music: Catholic faith, human love, and nature, of which Messiaen said,
“they all finally boil down to one and the same idea: divine love!”217 Paul Griffiths stated
that “his birds are recognizably his…It is not just the songs of birds that are projected
through this music but also the intense colours of avian plumage, and the awe that
Messiaen felt for birds as being, like angels or resurrected souls, free in flight and at one
with God.”218 It is with this sentiment that one should begin their journey with Le merle
noir. Turdus merula should be explored in its complete earthly form, as well as in its
representation of Messiaen’s spirituality.
Through all the forests they heard the enchanting sounds of
Tweeting birds and tried to reproduce
And imitate their calls. So the birds taught songs to man,
Before he himself became an artist.
-Titus Lucretius Carus, De rerum natura

217
218

Ibid., 37
Griffiths, “Messiaen, Olivier” New Grove Online
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